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hat the hell just happened? Those were the first thoughts to 

trickle inside Alex’s mind as the endless rocking sway he had 

thought just a side effect of his medications grew more 
pronounced, and he was forced to consider the possibility that he really was 
on a ship, rolling on unseen waves. 

This certainty grew as he registered the stink of tar and brine in the air, 
in addition to other strange scents he had never smelled before. 

But wait, wasn't he being prepped for cryonic suspension? 

He shivered at the memory of those pale blue cryogenic chambers that 
looked like nothing so much as high tech coffins, filled with corpses kept at 
-196 Celsius, legally dead even if the normal degenerative processes had 
stopped. 

Alex had read the literature. He knew that for all intents and purposes, 
dead was dead. His brain functions should have completely halted, and he 
had known just gazing at that smarmy doctor's smile that the added 
cybernetic enhancement package his mom had purchased, assuring that 
Alex would be the recipient of neuromapping used to mirror his 
consciousness into an AI construct, had been nothing more than the most 
extreme form of quackery, as was suspended animation in general. 

But his mother had looked so desperate, bursting into tears when the 
doctor had given them the news, less than a year after the death of everyone 
else in their family, that Alex couldn’t help playing along. He had done his 
best to reassure her that everything would be okay, happily signing off to 


whatever extreme therapies might prolong his life, or at least a semblance 
of his life, that she asked of him. 

No matter how much those treatments hurt, the mega doses of chemo 
drugs, the radiation therapy, even the extreme fasting the final doctor had 
put him on, he tried them. Until finally, as a group, the entire team of 
dedicated specialists were forced to concede to Alex and his distraught 
mother, the heiress of an incredible fortune and a billionaire many times 
over, that he was utterly doomed. 

"Sorry, son. We all did our best. Any further treatment, and we’re just 
inflicting pain for no good reason. Let’s just focus on making your final 
days as comfortable as possible,” said Dr. Greenfield, the physician 
nominally in charge of that once enthusiastic, now solemn-faced band of 
specialists, before Alex’s mother had burst in tears, sending them all away. 

And the thing was, Alex couldn't even hate the doctors that had made 
his last few months a torture of increasingly brutal treatments that had done 
absolutely nothing to halt the progression of his disease. 

The son of a tycoon, he was no fool. He had done the research as 
thoroughly as he could, investigating each specialist and their preferred 
therapies until he felt he knew them as well as they knew themselves. And 
for all her desperation, his mother was just as diligent as he was. 

Each and every doctor he saw had an impeccable track record. Hell, 
even the used car salesman of a doctor hawking his virtual worlds cryonic 
paradise had no strikes against him, with dozens of customers swearing 
they were in regular e-mail communication with their loved ones from 
whatever virtual pocket world the hefty premiums had bought them. 

Even Alex had been infected with that madness, that desperate hope, 
grateful for all the strings pulled and favors called in to allow him that final 
option of being frozen while still alive. 

Until the morning he was being hooked up, seconds before he was about 
to be put in that liquid nitrogen bath, and he caught Dr. Wilm's gaze. 

Feeling a cold chill in his gut. 

"You don't believe a word of your own shit, do you?" 

Of course, Alex had only thought it, being utterly unable to say a word, 
but the doctor's bemused gaze made it clear he knew exactly what Alex had 
been thinking. 

And Dr. Wilm actually had the gall to wink. 


Just before a hideous chill had washed over Alex, as if he had been 
thrown buck naked into Niagara Falls in winter, freezing to an instant 
popsicle while simultaneously feeling like he was cresting a massive drop 
in his favorite roller-coaster, hearing the contraption rattle, gazing at his 
mom sitting beside him, desperate not to go over, then everyone was 
screaming, his stomach had dropped, and utter blackness consumed him. 

Then there had been that strange old man who had looked like nothing 
so much as an extra in a vintage kung fu movie. 

Alex shuddered, pushing aside his panicked, skittering thoughts, forcing 
himself to focus. 

No matter the hype preached in Dr. Wilm's glossy brochure, this was no 
Third Life fantasy world where he was floating between clouds with 
unlimited access to Mybook, Freespace, and a thousand e-mail addresses 
and entertainment options. 

He was buck naked and trapped in darkness in a rocking ship, his 
stomach churning with the awful stench assaulting his nose. 

If this was Dr. Wilm's touted virtual word, the man had indeed been 
pulling a fast one. 

"Hello? Is any of this real? Tech Support!" Alex called out as his fingers 
brushed against damp wooden paneling, hissing as a splinter wedged 
underneath a fingernail. 

And for the first time since coming to, he felt a sudden jolt of fear. 

Because the one thing Dr. Wilm and all the AI interface and VR 
alternate world brochures had been absolutely adamant on was that he 
would feel no absolutely no pain. Not when he was being frozen, and 
certainly not with what came afterward. 

Even though Alex had feared that the doctor's genuine reassurance was 
because he knew the rich heir he was putting under was now technically 
and forevermore a corpse, Alex had read the man's sincerity. Whether in a 
digital afterlife, or a death so quick he would feel nothing, Dr. Wilm 
genuinely thought Alex’s pain would be at an end. 

And Alex had always had a knack for sensing when people were being 
honest or deceptive, just like his father, a gift that had made the man such a 
fearsome negotiator back in the day. 

But his finger was most definitely throbbing, he was definitely feeling 
queasy, and even if sound was muffled, the stench of wood soaked in brine 
and tar was as sharp and visceral as he could ask for. 


"Well shit, don't tell me it actually worked? Am I really here?" 

He closed his eyes, not that it mattered in the darkness, doing his best to 
pull up the digital character sheet Dr. Wilm had assured would be available 
to him the moment he decided which of the many exciting virtual reality 
role-playing games he wanted to jump into for endless lifetimes of 
entertainment. Supposedly, once he learned the ropes, he'd be able to enter 
worlds where he could serve as a valiant knight protector, learn the secrets 
of magic under court wizards, or explore the galaxy as a newly minted 
officer in a star fleet. Best of all, the game-worlds had been designed so 
flawlessly that he could supposedly port his learned skills, powers, and 
abilities from one realm to another. 

And that's when Alex, who had been VR gaming for years, had called 
bullshit. He knew from all the dev blogs he had read that it was immensely 
hard just balancing one game world with its specially designed races, 
classes, and powers, let alone having to deal with characters porting in from 
alternate realms. 

There was no way a starship would do anything but cause chaos in a 
fantasy realm, and Vulcor invaders teleporting onto the bridge of a 
battlecruiser would have no way of dealing with Deathbolts and mind 
control if the wizard's apprentice or psionicist decided he wanted to explore 
the universe. 

And even if Dr. Wilm had only given him a strange look of confusion 
when a heavily drugged Alex had tried to break it down for him, his mother 
gently patting his hand and explaining to the doctor how heavily sedated 
her son was these days before going ahead with the paperwork, every 
person Alex had interviewed, including a handful of extremely well-paid 
game designers and AI architects, had adamantly believed all the hype they 
were peddling. 

And now, with splintered fists most definitely feeling pain as he banged 
against the sides of what he was chillingly certain was an old-fashioned 
wooden barrel with him cooped up inside, finding that he actually could 
summon a character sheet with his mind's eye, he was forced to as well. 


Alex Hammer 


Class — Undecided 


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Strength 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Vitality 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Finesse 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Quickness 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 


SPIRITUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Scholarship 11 (Exceeds 62% of Population) 

Perception 13 (Exceeds 83% of Population) 

Willpower 14 (Exceeds 90% of Population.) 

Qi Pool 0 (All meridian channels blocked. — No Cultivation Pathway 
chosen.) 

Mana Pool 0 (No arcane class chosen.) 


HEALTH Points: 100 


PERKS 
Insightful — Rank 2 
Charismatic — Rank 1 


SKILL OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Terran Grappling — Rank 2 
Terran Fencing — Rank 1 
Terran Capitalism — Rank 3 
Mathematics — Rank 2 


INTERFACE ENHANCED SKILLS 

Biochemical Mastery — Rank 1 

Poisons Mastered: — Deathwort 100% (Full immunity. Synthesis & Cure 
require higher Biochemical Mastery Rank) 

Botanical Formulae mastered: - NONE 

Arcane Formulae mastered: - NONE 

Bio-Contaminants mastered: - NONE 

Full Regenerative Capacity — Heal rate based on Vitality. Injuries will 
be free of scarring. Missing limbs will require 1 month per pound of bio 
material lost to regenerate fully. 


ALEX FROZE, Overwhelmed by the strange sense that he was somehow 
glimpsing his own soul even as he visualized his character sheet. 

"Three to eighteen stat distribution, just like in the earliest RPG games," 
he muttered to himself, not quite sure what it meant and more than a bit 
miffed to find all his physical attributes below average. He had been 
considered athletic compared to most kids at his school, always pushing 
himself with sprints, boxing, and basic takedowns. 

Since his father's security had been sticklers for safety protocols, they 
had taught him the basics of dirty no-holds-barred fighting. Alex had 
known from a young age he was a prime target for kidnapping, and 
knowing how to break various grips and chokeholds, snapping back fingers 
and heel-stomping an assailant's instep before running for his life, had been 
drilled into him for years. And he had enjoyed working out in the family 
dojo. 

He was no expert, but he had learned the basics pretty damn thoroughly, 
even if most of his time was spent hitting the books, and yes, his secret 
vice, gaming at all hours of the night, the only exceptions being the nights 
before exams. His memory wasn't perfect, but he had a decent head on his 
shoulders and had always been good at reading between the lines. It was 
amazing how often one could deduce the answers to questions on a test just 
by how they were worded, or what was asked in the later questions. 

He smirked. All of which probably explained why his Scholarship was 
only 11 despite all the private schools he had attended, and perhaps his 
Rank 2 Insight perk as well. Still, all that effort and schooling had only 


amounted to a few academic skills and a paltry Rank 2 in Terran Grappling, 
with physical stats that were decidedly below whatever the norm was in this 
land, or realm, or digital construct, or wherever the hell he was. 

He took a deep breath, doing his best to stay calm, focusing on his 
character sheet to distract himself even as he continued to feel around the 
barrel. He was grateful that there seemed to be a spigot, probably the only 
reason why he hadn't already asphyxiated, depending on just how realistic 
this game world was. 

Assuming he was in a game world at all. He shivered, pushing away the 
mental image of that smiling monk yet again. Then it finally clicked. There 
was no way he could actually force the staves of this barrel apart, 
considering the metal bands that would be around it. But he should at least 
be able to force open the top lid. 

Yet save for stinging fists and a sore back, all his efforts availed him 
nothing. 

He took another breath, fighting back panic. 

There had to be some way out! Some way... 

He smiled as the ship continued to rock, sensing at last the added sway 
and click of wood rubbing against wood, wondering if his situation wasn't 
quite as hopeless as he had feared. 

He began to rock himself back and forth, taking advantage of the ship's 
natural swaying, feeling a fierce surge of hope as his barrel's movements 
became ever more exaggerated, realizing that his was just one more barrel 
stacked atop who knew how many others. 

Yes, it's working! he thought, feeling a fierce surge of triumph and 
desperate hope as his barrel finally started to topple over. 

Before realizing at the last moment that this just might hurt. 

You have suffered 1 Light Wound and 10 damage. You have suffered 5 
seconds of disorientation. 

Alex cried out as he was pummeled by broken wood before gasping in 
sudden pain, fearing his ribs had been cracked by the barrel that had clipped 
him as he crashed into a heap. He groaned softly as he blinked his eyes 
open to lamp light, finding himself in a storeroom in the bowels of a ship, 
quickly taking in several dozen barrels, several which had toppled over, as 
well as a small desk and chair bolted to the wall of the ship. 

A rough-shaven figure wearing dark stained robes lurched to his feet in 
surprise before roaring at Alex in a strange language he couldn't begin to 


understand. But what really caught Alex's attention was the brilliant blue 
sapphire sparkling on the man's forehead. 

Two things happened in rapid succession then, Alex's heart racing in a 
sudden mixture of awe and terror as he saw the mage? It must have been a 
mage, summoning strange icy-blue flame into his left hand. 

The second was the awful pain sizzling into his flesh as the caustic 
contents of the second barrel washed against his skin. 

You have been dermally exposed to Deathwort! You have full immunity 
to Deathwort and suffer 0 damage. 

You have been dermally exposed to Crimson Parsnip! You have suffered 
5 damage to Health and a -1 pain penalty to all actions. Penalty overridden 
by adrenaline surge. 

20% Crimson Parsnip Poison Mastery achieved. Damage reduced 20%. 

And for all that he had spent the last couple of months wasting away 
thanks to a terminal illness, for all that he might just be an AI cloned 
remnant of himself, it still didn't stop several years' worth of emergency 
self-defense training from coming together in a panicked heartbeat as he 
fought for his life. 

Desperate hands pinned the wrists of what Alex guessed was an ice 
mage, though he couldn't hold back a bark of pain as the icy cold of the blue 
flame flash-froze his skin. The mage sneered and spat into Alex's face, 
trying to pivot the frozen flames of his hand to wash over Alex's head, and 
Alex fought tooth and nail to lever those deadly hands away. The mage 
immediately began chanting, and Alex could all but feel the baleful energies 
being summoned together from the ether at his back, so Alex did the only 
thing he could think of. 

He smashed in his opponent's nose with a headbutt, feeling bone 
crumple as the man cried out, icy flames immediately extinguishing. Alex 
quickly dropped to his back, thighs tightly coiled against his belly as the 
off-balance mage was forced off his feet, falling onto Alex as he 
immediately extended his legs, hands still gripped to his enemy's wrists, 
sending the man flying into the broken barrels. 

Whereupon the man cried out with a look of horror on his face as he 
splashed into the contents of the broken barrels, his exposed flesh instantly 
blistering and sloughing off, Alex’s foe screaming and lurching to his feet, 
for all that his hands were pitted with bubbling acid burns. 


He began howling yet another chant before abruptly breaking off, 
furious eyes widening with sudden terror, his ruined hands now squeezing 
his own throat, as if he were choking to death on the caustic fumes washing 
over Alex as well. Yet they didn't seem to bother him nearly so much as the 
dying mage, save for a ferocious stinging within his nose. 

You have taken an additional 4 points of damage from Crimson Parsnip 
Exposure. Crimson Parsnip Immunity is now at 60%. 

But Alex was taking no chances as the gasping mage continued to spit 
out incomprehensible words, charging forward and slamming the heel of his 
palm into the brilliant sapphire in the center of his enemy's forehead, hoping 
that if it had been surgically implanted, smashing the hard gemstone against 
weakened bone would leave his foe speechless with pain. 

The results were beyond anything Alex could have expected. 

Lesser Ice Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim Lesser 
Ice Mage’s potency? 

Yes! Alex mentally shouted at the prompt in his mind, and the mage's 
eyes widened with something beyond pain, though only the faintest whisper 
escaped the rapidly closing throat of the dying mage as Alex seemed to 
suck in the man's very soul. A sudden rush of power and potency crackled 
through every fiber of his being as the mage before him crumpled to dust, 
the pale blue sapphire now in Alex's palm all that remained. 

You presently have no class. Do you wish to take on the class of Lesser 
Ice Mage? 

And Alex froze. 

He sensed the trap he had almost fallen into, panic and adrenaline and a 
mad fight for his life all flooding his system, emphasizing split-second 
decisions. 

But the decision he made now might be permanent. 

He could just imagine starting any new game, the careful research he 
would do to find not only the best class but the best combination of skills 
and powers he could possibly come up with, no matter how unorthodox it 
would be for classic dungeon running, so as to forge himself the best PvP 
build that he possibly could. Because no matter how hard a weird build was 
to level up in the early game grind, end game player versus player was the 
only thing that mattered. Nothing beat the rush he got taking on other 
challengers who stuck with the classic cookie-cutter builds. Because as easy 
as they had it while ranking up to max level, their orthodox, predictable 


strategies couldn't do crap against Alex's skill chains that left his enemies in 
the dust and he himself ranking in the top 10 of every killboard he had ever 
bothered posting on. 

And anything less than the best possible combination just marked him 
as a fool, wasting his precious time. 

His family had made him feel ashamed enough of his choices, not 
spending every waking moment studying their economic empire. So, if he 
was going to waste his time playing games, he’d use the best damn build he 
possibly could. 

And for all he knew, AI construct or no, especially if that’s all he was, 
the character build he chose now was forever, and any foolish choices he 
made now would haunt him for the rest of his life. However many hours or 
centuries that might be. 

And ‘Lesser Ice Mage' certainly didn't have any sort of elite ring to it. 

After all, he, a level zero noob, had just taken one out by tearing free his 
gem. 

An unforgivable weakness he refused to incorporate into his own build. 

"No," he said calmly, forcefully, out loud as well as in his head, to make 
sure there would be no misunderstanding. "I do NOT accept that class as 
my build." 

Lesser Ice Mage archetype reserved. No class chosen at this time. 

Alex sighed with relief. If he managed to stumble across any sleeping 
Master Arch Mages or anything like that? He might choose differently. He 
smirked at the thought, still wincing from very real pain, surprised to see 
that he was down almost 40 health in all. Most of that was due to poison 
exposure, if the prompt in his interface were anything to go by. 

Crimson Parsnip now at 100% Immunity. Poison has been mastered. 
Correlating differences between multiple toxin spectrums. Biochemical 
Mastery is now at Rank 2. 

Alex blinked, pleased to find his skin was no longer stinging, grateful as 
hell that his flesh hadn't melted off with the exposure to the other poison 
that had splashed all over the Ice Mage and him both. Deathwort. That was 
it. And contact with it didn't seem to bother him at all. It was same poison, 
he suspected, that had been within the container he had come to life within, 
probably where he had gotten his original Deathwort poison immunity. 

His brows furrowed then as he heard another man's voice calling out 
through the door. 


"Sven! Is all well? We heard barrels knocking over." 

Alex blinked, realizing he could now understand his foe's language 
perfectly. As if he had absorbed it along with whatever life force potential 
he had claimed from his first target. And why the hell was this ship filled 
with barrels full of poison in any case? 

A quick look around spied a number of other containers of glass or clay, 
also containing what looked to be dangerous substances of one sort or 
another, perhaps too caustic to be placed in wooden barrels. 

"Sven! Answer me!" 

Alex winced as the door handle was forced open, realizing he was still 
in jeopardy, immediately thinking of a plan of action. 

Two quick exhalations and the room was pitch dark. 

"Sven?" 

Heart hammering, Alex positioned himself where he thought best and 
stood absolutely still as the door slowly opened, revealing the silhouette of 
a large man outlined by the flickering lanterns hung on hooks within the 
narrow wooden hallway of the ship. Otherwise, the hallway seemed empty. 

And Alex hesitated not a second longer as his eyes picked up the soft 
green glow of another gem in his foe's forehead, instantly acting. 

You have successfully struck your foe from shadow for 5 Health and no 
significant Wound damage. Foe is jostled and momentarily stunned. 

Even as Alex's heart pounded and the man before him lurched back, 
roaring in surprise and fury, Alex got the prompt his life depended upon. 

Lesser Earth Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim 
Lesser Earth Mage’s potency? 

Yes!” Alex shouted aloud as his foe shuddered and crumpled to the 
ground, dying at Alex’s feet. 

You presently have no class. Do you wish to take on the class of Lesser 
Earth Mage? 

"No!” Alex said aloud. “No, I certainly do not!” 

He wasted no time, quickly dragging in the now desiccated body as 
soon as the sweet rush of power flooding his soul faded to an almost 
languorous sense of repletion, before he was jolted back to a state of near 
panic, realizing he was naked and in the bowels of a ship held by nefarious 
men who were trucking in poison and homicidal mages. 

And the pain he had felt so far had been as visceral and real as any he 
had ever experienced before. 


He frowned then, surprised anew by just how good he felt now. 

After spending a few quick seconds dealing with the remains of his 
most recent target, Alex found himself in possession of a brilliant green 
gem glittering prettily alongside the blue one, placing both in a small pouch 
that had been strung around the neck of his latest victim. He thought it kind 
of stupid to wear in a fight, but he guessed it was more secure against 
cutpurses than a belt pouch. 

Alex quickly changed into the earth mage's attire, finding the linen tunic 
and leggings not nearly as scratchy and uncomfortable as he had feared they 
would be. The pants were secured by looped strings around the thigh, as 
opposed to the waist, which he found himself spending far too long figuring 
out how to adjust so his pants didn't fall around his ankles before darting 
back into the hallway, grabbing a hanging lantern, and using it to relight the 
lanterns back in the storeroom. Only then did he make a careful inspection 
of what exactly was being stored. 

He took cautious sniffs of each container, chilled to the quick when their 
contents emblazoned themselves in his mind’s eye via a voice that reminded 
him very much of his favorite game show host, the one that had taken 
almost as much delight in his contestant's misfortunes as he did their 
successes. Kind of twisted, now that Alex thought about it, but it had been 
wildly popular at the time. 

You have discovered Eldritch Hogweed. Zero damage taken. Eldritch 
Hogweed Immunity now at 1%. 

You have discovered Foolsbane. You have discovered Jazmin Berries. 
You have discovered Magebane. You have discovered Toxic Tapinella. You 
have discovered Deathberries. 

After forcing open numerous casks, glass jugs, and clay urns and taking 
careful sniffs of the contents of each, he was surprised to find so much toxic 
death in the heart of this ship, chilled to think of what horrific acts the 
wielders of these poisonous brews might be capable of. 

A sudden wave of panic flooded through him. He could sense a 
powerful presence from elsewhere in the ship suddenly focusing upon him. 

His heart began to race, and he desperately looked for an exit, knowing 
he was running out of time. 

Frantic eyes darted to the end of the hallway, feeling a sudden surge of 
relief as he noted that the door was both reinforced with iron and padlocked 
shut. 


Then he heard the angry calls as forceful blows pounded against the 
door. 

Shit! 

His eyes frantically searched the hallway, noting the pair of doors 
nearby, and he quickly darted into first one, then the other, finding them 
both full of clay pots that gave off a caustic stink that made his eyes burn. 

Not poison, though certainly toxic. Pitch, lye, and whatever else was 
making his eyes water. 

And just as he breathed a sigh of relief, seeing a small trapdoor he 
thought led to the bilge and perhaps a way to hide... and if he was lucky, 
another opening further down he could use to slip past his enemies and 
perhaps find a way off the ship... his interface’s most recent message froze 
him solid. 

Naphtha detected. Quicklime detected. 1% immunity to caustic effects of 
compounds achieved. (Warning! No immunity to exothermic heat damage is 
possible at this time!) 

Alex froze as the implications of all he had seen clicked into place. He 
was forced to ask himself, what if this wasn’t just a simulated universe? 
What if he really died here? He already knew it would hurt. Would he come 
back? Was this all, somehow, real? 

Even though he knew he was technically just a simulation, had to be, he 
had never felt more real or alive than he did at that moment. And he was 
just as uncomfortable with the thought of someone telling him it was okay 
to die right then as he would be if some fanatic had snuck into his father's 
old mansion and handed Alex a glass of strange-smelling liquid, assuring 
him he’d wake up just fine in the next life. 

Either way, he'd politely pass. 

Scratch that. Either way, he'd fight like hell to take out the psychopath 
trying to kill him. 

He'd treat this all as real until he was proven wrong. Viscerally, it was 
too intense for him not to. And real or not, suffering the agony of death was 
just as bad as, well, death, if the pain he had experienced up to now was 
anything to go by. 

Which meant he was about to be rolled on by a bunch of extremely 
hostile mages who would be all too eager to show him exactly what death 
felt like, simulation or no, unless he thought of something damn quick. 

The trapdoor called invitingly out to him, and he darted for it gladly. 


That was when the cry of seagulls and the excited squeals of children 
assaulted his ears. 

Sounds made by no one on board this ship, the thuds now distant as he 
had instinctively shut this door. 

The cries had been a distance off to his left. 

As if he was near city docks or a port. 

And this ship was near bursting with containers filled with death. 

Alex forced himself to stand as his thoughts raced, realizing he didn't 
dare flee. 

Not when those bastards had enough poison to taint an entire city's 
water supply, to say nothing of incendiaries sufficient to burn down a fleet 
of ancient sailing vessels. 

Because right now, this all felt very, very real. And if there was even a 
chance that city was filled with anything other than AI constructs... perhaps 
actual living people, or even terminally ill deep-sixed suckers desperate to 
hold onto this second shot at life just like he was, either way, he'd never 
forgive himself if his cowardice led to countless deaths. 

Alex sighed and shook his head, squelching his panic, racing back to the 
poison room after checking to make sure that yes, the trap door did indeed 
lead to a bilge, upon which he quickly shoved a crateful of clay pots filled 
with Greek fire before darting back to poison central. 

The hammering on the reinforced door turned to powerful blows. Alex's 
eyes widened to see shimmering blue runes on the surface of the doorway, 
figuring that was the only thing holding the guards back for now. 

Tier 1 Nordic Doorward Rune learned. School of Earth magic. Rune 
can only be accessed if Arcane class with Earth magic affinities is chosen. 

Alex blinked at that, but refused to let himself get distracted, struck by a 
crazy idea, but determined to give it a shot. 

Each and every poison-filled container he had investigated earlier he 
now rubbed a small portion on his skin, hissing as sudden sharp pain 
spiraled out of control. 

You have taken 12 damage from combined poison exposure. You now 
have 20% immunity to Eldritch Hogweed, Foolsbane, Jazmin Berries, 
Magebane, Toxic Tapinella and Deathberries. 

Alex paled. Even though he had just wiped streaks of each poison on his 
abdomen, he had dared too much... his skin was hissing and blistering and 
would no doubt soon infect his blood, the way it ate through him. 


He stumbled to the ground, sitting in a pool of caustic Crimson Parsnip 
he was thankfully now 100% immune to, quickly checking his Health 
Points bar. 

He gave a surprised chuckle of relief to find that the poison damage 
from earlier, unlike the frost-burn to his hand which was still sore, had 
already healed, at least for the most part. As if his body, upon achieving 
immunity, could now automatically generate compounds that would 
neutralize whatever adverse effect had struck him, not only giving him 
immunity but healing whatever damage the poison had already caused. 

Apparently gross physical injuries, like the frost burns and the initial 
caustic injury before his skin generated compounds to automatically 
neutralize those irritants, would not instantly heal. But at least he would be 
immune to further damage from those acids and poisons he had developed 
invulnerability to. 

He could only hope his immunity would catch up to his rapidly 
dwindling health pool as he was overwhelmed with sudden dizziness. 

You have suffered 10 damage from combined poison exposure. 

You have suffered 9 damage from combined poison exposure. 

You have suffered 8 damage from combined poison exposure. 

His resistance was not boosting as fast as it had at first. Perhaps because 
he had lathered everything on himself, perhaps because his interface- 
boosted immune system was overwhelmed with it all. Either way, he was 
only at a third of his original Health pool when he finally received the 
messages he had been desperately praying for. 

You now have 100% Immunity to Eldritch Hogweed, Foolsbane, Jazmin 
Berries, Magebane, Toxic Tapinella, Deathberries, Crimson Parsnip, and 
Deathwort. These poisons are now Mastered. 

Biochemical Mastery is now Rank 3 

You may now synthesize balms to any poison mastered. Saliva or 
compounds made with various ingredients may both be used. Sense of smell 
is now sufficient to detect needed compounds within any mineral or 
botanical you have access to. 

Poison induced damage is now regenerating. 

Alex blinked in surprise. He could generate poison cures? 

And just thinking of Crimson Parsnip left his tongue tingling, images of 
a number of flowers he used to love sniffing as a young child within his 
mother's arboretum flashed across his mind's eye. He was somehow certain 


that if he had access to the right equipment, he'd know just what to do to 
generate a cure to the poisons he had been exposed to so far. 

He couldn't help grinning in wonder. 

He might not have a class yet, but damn if he didn't have a powerful 
ability he could skill up already. 

Perception check made! 

He shivered then, feeling the potency of what he could only guess was 
the head mage now before the door, and surmised that the Earth Mage's 
protective runes wouldn't last long. 


eart racing, Alex wasted no time forcing open every single 

massive barrel of poison that he could, racing for the end of the 

corridor towards the door now warping before his eyes, his 
panicked fingers shattering jug after jug of deadly toxin as guttural chanting 
could be heard just beyond the doorway. 

"Damn it, I have to be faster!" Alex berated himself aloud. 

Finesse check failed! 

He fell to the ground after grabbing a single jug of what could only be 
Greek fire as the warded door at the end of the hall finally crashed to the 
ground with a titanic boom. 

"Find the intruder and kill him!" Roared a baritone voice, and Alex's 
guts twisted in panicked knots. 

But he refused to let it affect him as he lurched for the door, flask in one 
hand, lantern in the other. 

Arcane emanations successfully sensed. 

And when he dared to peep around, seeing the handful of robed figures 
with thick, bushy beards and glittering gems upon their foreheads, each of 
them surrounded by a shimmering shield of force that Alex was somehow 
certain would ward the mage against any crossbow bolt or spear thrust. The 
perfect tools for a ship siege, and luck alone explained how a classless Alex 
had survived not one but two encounters so far. 

Good thing he had neither crossbow nor spear, he thought grimly, 
tossing his packages even as the largest figure, dressed in shimmering black 
robes, pointed a black wand at Alex. 


Alex froze, knowing he was looking at the equivalent of the barrel of a 
gun. 

"You won’t find us as easy to take down as our fellows, spy!” The head 
mage roared before bending over and coughing under the effects of the 
fumes that the caustic mess of compounds bubbling and hissing and now 
eating into the floor were releasing, a blast of lightning tearing a massive 
chunk of the planks just inches from Alex’s feet. 

It seemed the shimmering field surrounding the mage did nothing to 
block gases, which made perfect sense, as any field lacking a certain 
amount of permeability would asphyxiate the practitioner. 

A heartbeat later, the flask full of pitch, naphtha, sulfur, and camphor 
ruptured upon the forcefields of the coughing mages, splashing across them 
like droplets of blood skittering over blocks of ice. 

And a heartbeat after that, the lamp Alex had tossed made contact and 
the corridor was suddenly a blazing inferno, surprised yells turning to 
agonized shrieks and choking gasps seconds later. 

Feeling the heat even from where he stood, Alex wasted only a few 
seconds staring at the frantically windmilling figures smashing into each 
other in the blazing corridor before falling to the poison-covered floor, 
gazing at now hazy silhouettes in the multi-colored smoke cloud that Alex 
was somehow certain would be very, very bad for anyone lacking 100% 
immunity to inhale. 

Greater Mage has perished as a direct result of your actions. Lesser 
Fire Mage has perished as a direct result of your actions. Lesser Water 
Mage has perished as a direct result of your actions. 

Alex flashed a dark smile, feeling the surge of his enemy’s potency 
coursing through him, before abruptly gasping and turning around, 
suddenly appreciating exactly what it meant to be standing behind countless 
crates filled with clay flasks of what amounted to Greek fire. 

Pausing only long enough to secure the flasks of Magebane and Greek 
fire that he had stolen with the use of the thin leather cords that Alex 
suspected were used to twirl the flasks around for greater range before 
throwing, he quickly made his way to the bilge hatch and crawled through. 

It was pitch dark and filled with briny water, but Alex quickly sensed 
the direction that would lead to the other end of the ship, spending several 
painfully hot moments directly under where the blazing floorboards would 
be. 


You have taken 5 points of damage. No significant injuries suffered. 

Breathing a relieved sigh through his nose as he made his way forward 
past the hot spot, half crawling, half swimming, the ribs of the ship and the 
slope telling him exactly what he needed to know. His eyes widened as he 
realized that he had no idea where any other entrance to the bilge was 
located. Then he felt a surge that was equal parts relief and apprehension 
when what seemed to be blinding light suddenly pierced the gloom. 

"Lord Feltur is down! Enemies must have snuck aboard. Quick, we 
must strike them from behind, poison the water supply, and head out with 
all haste. Our king and country are counting on us!" 

"But sir, we can’t use the ladders with our wards on. Our grips are as 
slick as slippery ice!” 

"Put on your wards when you've made it to the other side, fool! The 
hatch is safely hidden behind the crates. None will see you coming. And if 
our foes already have access to the all-fire, we're dead no matter what you 
fools do!" 

"Yes, sir,” said several subdued voices in unison, slowly making their 
way down the slimy steps into the bilge. 

Alex, half-submerged and surrounded by darkest gloom, took a quick 
swig from one of his flasks of poison. His heart raced, muscles tensed and 
coiled as the first of several mages began wading his way forward. He did 
not act, though. Not until first one, then another, then a third mage had 
cleared the ladder, all of them making their way with tiny lights projected 
from silver orbs, for all intents and purposes acting like dim flashlights that 
Alex easily avoided. 

Stealth check made! +5 for limited light cone, peripheral noise, and 
panicked targets. 

And just like in his favorite stealth games, it was nothing to slide 
forward just a bit faster than the slowest mage. 

Heart racing, Alex could all but taste the nervous man's panicked sweat, 
shoulders tingling as he prepared to make his move. 

"We almost there?" asked the man suddenly. 

"Shut up, Giltoc!" snapped the man in front of him, not bothering to 
look back. “We’|l get there when we get there.” 

Giltoc inhaled to reply but couldn't say a word as pale hands slapped 
over his mouth before clawing for the gem Alex prayed would act like the 


others, the man abruptly slamming his head back against Alex’s nose in a 
desperate bid to break free. 

Your nose has been shattered! Light Wound and 10 Damage Suffered! 

Save versus stunning pain — success! You have managed to hold onto 
your target. 

And then the message Alex had gambled his life for blared in his mind's 
eye. 

Lesser Ice Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim Lesser 
Ice Mage's potency? 

Yes! he whispered fiercely to himself, feeling a sweet, icy cold rush of 
power roar through his soul as his target's gem came suddenly free and the 
man seemed to shrivel and die in his arms. 

"Giltoc?" Sensing that something was amiss, the man in front of him 
began to turn around. 

But Alex, berating himself for seven kinds of fool for making such an 
amateur move as to leave his nose exposed like that, was already lurching 
forward, right palm smashing into his next target's forehead. 

The blow didn't have to be any harder than a boxer's jab. And for all that 
his foe hissed and easily blocked the first blow, Alex's other fist jabbed 
against the silver-white jewel glittering in the man’s forehead, earning him a 
cut knuckle and his favorite message in the world. 

Lesser Air Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim Lesser 
Air Mage’s potency? 

YES! he thought, before immediately declining the class, as he had the 
man killed moments before. 

Unlike the others, this man's eyes widened in horror, instantly 
understanding. "No. Please, no! Don't—" he gasped, bulging eyes abruptly 
bursting before his entire body shriveled with a dying wheeze. Alex 
shuddered as a hideous flood of ecstasy and inconceivably sweet pain 
washed over him. 

Four souls directly absorbed. Three souls indirectly absorbed. Interface 
has limited storage capacity. 

Your soul has limited storage capacity. 

Recommend selecting class at earliest opportunity to quantize your 
growth and reduce soul-pressure. 

Perception check made! 


The farthest mage was no fool, already turning around, a handful of fire 
crackling in his right hand. 

Fuck! Alex thought to himself as he raced forward, knowing he’d need 
a hell of a good luck roll if he was going to survive. 

He didn't let panic consume him, immediately ducking below the 
surface of the two feet or so of water they had all been wading through, 
praying it wouldn't strike the surface enough to set off the flasks that were 
thankfully next to his stomach and the fiery stream of death’s heat was 
quickly dissipated in the bilge water, not doing more than warming up 
Alex’s back as he swam for all he was worth, already growing dizzy as he 
got to within a few feet of the mage, the man’s now white-hot stream of fire 
that was finally stinging against the back of Alex’s neck cut off as the man 
ran out of steam just Alex ran out of air, desperately popping up in front of 
the cursing man who was lunging at an exhausted Alex with a dagger he 
couldn’t do more than put a wobbly arm in front of. 

Dagger has pierced your forearm! Dagger fails to nick artery or severe 
tendon. You have taken 15 damage and 1 Light Wound. 

Alex grunted with pain, but not before spitting the contents in his 
mouth, the reason why he had to swim with such discipline despite the 
nose-breath he had gulped down, caustic poison shooting into the now 
screaming fire mage’s eyes, the man lurching back, dropping his dagger, 
shrieking as his flesh began to bubble and peel off, instantly blinded as he 
began to wheeze and choke, the poison exposure already inflaming his 
airways. 

A furious Alex felt no pity, thanks to the agony in his arm, and didn't 
hesitate to slam his palm against the ruby gem glittering upon the man's 
forehead, getting his favorite message once more. 

Lesser Fire Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim Lesser 
Fire Mage’s potency? 

Yes!” He said the word like a curse, fearing what was to come, feeling 
a hot pain mingling with the ecstasy, realizing that he really was 
approaching whatever odd maximum limited him. 

Soul storage will soon reach maximum capacity. You presently have no 
class. Do you wish to take on the class of Lesser Fire Mage? 

"No!" 

Refusal acknowledged. 4 opposing elemental relics affiliated with 
Welton culture’s arcane traditions have been discovered. New class has 


been synergized. Lesser Elementalist Class is now available to you. 

Alex frowned, washing out the last tingles in his mouth with the salty 
bilge water. He might be 100% immune to the poison, but it still stung like 
he was sucking on hot peppers, even if his eyes and sinuses were fine. 

All in all, he was not a fan. But damn if it wasn't effective. 

He glared at his wounded forearm, surprised and grateful to find it 
wasn't bleeding. If he didn't know better, he'd say the injury was several 
hours old and had already scabbed over, but it still made him wince to use 
his arm. He could only hope that the injury wouldn't be exacerbated by 
whatever else he had to do to survive tonight. Speaking of which... 

He cursed and filled his mouth with more of that toxic little cocktail he 
had put together, resigned to suffering through a blazing tongue as he made 
his way back to the open hatch, having grabbed one of the tiny magelights. 

He slowly made his way to the edge of the hatch, crouched down, and 
used the reflection off the shiny knife he had retrieved to quickly eyeball 
the room above. 

It was clear for the moment, though he heard shouting close by. 

Wasting no time, he sprung through the hatch, foot slipping on the rung 
turning a glorious acrobatic feat into a clumsy spill, poison stinging as it 
shot out his nose. 

"You bastards better not be..." 

A sailor lurched into view, cutlass in hand. His eyes widened, as did 
Alex's, but not before Alex spat a stream of caustic poison into the man’s 
gem-free face, with the expected results. 

Alex's bare foot slammed down on the spasming man's left wrist even as 
the right continued to claw at the bubbling mass of suppurating flesh the 
poor sailor’s face had become. He bent down and tore free the cutlass, 
finding it surprisingly comfortable in his hand, even if not weighted exactly 
like the training sabers his private fencing coach and he had sparred with 
the one summer he had gotten into HEMA with his friends before putting it 
aside for other pursuits. 

"Thank God I at least got Terran Fencing Rank 1 here. Here's to hoping 
it's enough to save my sorry ass," he said to himself. And perhaps it said 
something for his panicked state of mind, or simply a mind's ability to 
Overcome repeated trauma, that he was phased so little by the sailor's 
horrific death, the man's back arched at an impossible angle, clawed hands 
gripping his own swollen throat. 


Because all Alex saw was the flask of mead by the man's hip, and he 
realized then that he was all but dying of thirst. 

A furtive look showed no one else approaching and he drank deep of the 
surprisingly sweet drink. 

You have found Mead. You are no longer dehydrated. You now have 
20% immunity to ethanol alcohol and all its intoxicating effects. 

Alex smirked. It looked like his days of enjoying the local equivalent of 
a beer were numbered, but the sweet joy of leveling up in a fantasy world 
would more than make up for it. Besides, the rush of power he got with his 
kills was unlike anything else he had ever experienced, save maybe 
joyriding with his friends at crazy speeds, or hunting big game with his 
father, a lifetime ago. 

It was an incredible boon, filling him with a sense of exhilaration that 
almost made up for terror he felt, save for the whole overwhelming and 
rupturing his soul thing, of course. But the mundane sailor seemed to be a 
lot less potent than the mages he had taken out. So hopefully soul bursting 
wouldn't be an issue. But even if it was... 

He didn't hesitate to fill his cheeks with of more of that wonderfully 
caustic brew he now had complete immunity to as he took a quick look out 
of the small storage room he was in, spotting a dimly lit passage and several 
doorless entryways, his ears ringing with the panicked yelling of multiple 
crewmen. 

His nose wrinkled at the acrid stench of smoke, and he quickly raised 
the hood of the robe he had claimed, hoping no one would think to question 
one more scurrying mage, caught up as they were in their mounting panic. 

With a deep breath through his nose, Alex braced himself and began 
walking down the corridor at a fair clip, his cutlass pressed against his robe 
as discreetly as he could manage. 

A sailor glanced his way. 

Then ignored him, chasing after his fellows towards the smokier part of 
the ship. 

Heart racing, Alex continued to walk forward, feeling a sudden waft of 
fresh salty air just up ahead, a shouting mage clomping down the steps 
before losing his balance and collapsing to the ground, thanks to the 
forcefield Alex sensed crackling around him. 

The man cursed and tried to right himself, and Alex swore he heard a 
distant sailor laugh before darting away. 


The mage's cheeks were beet-red with embarrassment and fury. He 
turned to Alex, who had just grabbed a lantern from a nearby hook, his 
formerly injured forearm hardly troubling him at all. 

The mage's eyes widened, his brilliant gem flashing. "You. I don't 
recognize you. Who are you?" 

Alex said nothing, quickly dropping his sword, right hand fumbling for 
a flask he had secured all too well. 

The mage's eyes widened in sudden alarm. Then he snarled. "Intruder!" 
he shouted before reaching for a wand that also got caught in his clothing, 
both of them fumbling like fools before Alex finally pulled free his flask 
and threw it at the mage, who laughed when it shattered harmlessly against 
his forcefield. 

"Fool! Neither sword nor spell nor cultivator's fist will pierce my ward!" 
The man crowed as ash-gray liquid formed a pool by his legs. 

His eyes suddenly widened. "No, no!" 

Lightning crackled from his wand as Alex slammed to the ground. 

And that was enough to set the Greek fire ablaze. 

The man shrieked, struggling to his feet, the liquid not touching him 
directly, but second-degree burns were already forming on his skin. 

That's when a once-more upright Alex charged close and spat his toxic 
brew in the man's face, the poison bursting into smoky fumes upon contact 
with the superheated naphtha. 

The mage immediately began choking and gasping, his arcane shield 
collapsing in his panic, at which point the naphtha and sulfur settled into his 
skin, and he truly began to burn. 

The poor man's shrieks echoed through the ship, and Alex embraced the 
stupidity of the moment, charging forward on the boots he had seized from 
the sailor, leaning against the lip of the hatch, wincing in pain as heat 
washed over him, carefully stepping and unfortunately plunging his boot 
right into the Greek fire, his hand only then managing to touch the now 
super-hot gem. He hissed when flames caressed his fingers, but thankfully 
avoided touching the furiously burning sticky liquid itself. 

You have suffered 10 damage and a Light Wound. Your boot is now on 
fire! The hem of your robe is now on fire! 

Adept Elementalist Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim Adept 
Elementalist’s potency? 

"Yes!" 


You presently have no class. Do you wish to take on the class of Adept 
Elementalist? 

"No!" 

Soul Storage is near maximum capacity. Capacity will increase over the 
next 24 hours. No more souls can be absorbed without strain until capacity 
increases, or a Class is chosen. 

Alex winced as he desperately leaped up the steps and smashed through 
the hatch, still not certain if it had been greed or just a desperate need to 
alleviate the man's horrific agony with a quick death that had compelled 
him to risk dying by Greek fire himself. 

A quick furtive glance revealed half a dozen panicked, shouting men as 
he burst on deck. To his relief, he saw that the ship was still out in the port 
and had yet to dock. 

No poisons could be unloaded yet, and if things went according to plan, 
casualties would be kept at a minimum. 

Assuming he could survive the next couple of minutes, of course. 

Alex's eyes widened as he caught the nearest sailor’s gaze. “Fire in the 
hold!” He screamed, his burning boot giving credence to his words, amazed 
to hear his tongue form the syllables so adroitly as he raced for the 
starboard side of the ship. 

And before any man could think to question him, he was already 
running for the starboard gunwale, sparing a single glance back at the one 
man who saw right through his ruse. 

Wearing a hooded robe, Alex could only make out the snowy beard and 
the crimson irises glaring back at him. Even in that split second, Alex could 
feel the waves of deadly magic radiating from the man, having no doubt 
that should the wizard channel that fearsome storm of power into Alex, he 
would be obliterated instantly. 

Yet the nightmarish figure did naught but roar at the sailors gazing at a 
frantically sprinting Alex with poleaxed expressions. 

"Bring me the head of that intruder, fools! Must I both obfuscate and 
destroy?" 

But before the sailors could do more than put startled hands to the hilt 
of their cutlasses, Alex had already jumped over the side of the ship, 
praying he’d survive the leap. 


or endless moments, he sunk into the cooling depths of the sea as he 

methodically shucked off boots that sizzled and flared even in the 

water, then his thick cloak as well, only then kicking free. He 
crushed his racing panic and hunger for air as he somehow sensed multiple 
crossbow bolts biting through the murky water before resistance killed their 
inertia. For all that his lungs screamed for oxygen, he knew that to lose his 
cool now was to drown. 

He channeled his panic into focus, swimming away from where his boot 
was still blazing like a flare and serving as an excellent distraction for the 
homicidal sailors to focus their bolts and spells upon as he gained distance. 
All the while he waged a desperate battle in his mind between his very real 
fear of a crossbow bolt blasting through his skull the moment he went for 
air, and the desperate need to breathe that only grew worse with every 
passing second. 

When it was finally too much to bear, he broke free of the water's 
deadly grasp and breathed a life-giving gulp of air, wheezing and gasping 
and sobbing with desperate relief when he looked back, sensing that now he 
was just a dark smudge in the black sea to the massive galleon that had held 
such deadly promises in its bowels. 

"Shit!" 

His heart lurched as he recalled the deadly surprises within. Greek fire's 
propensity to burn even in water, with no chance in hell of anyone putting it 
out with all those poisonous fumes billowing from that caustic mixture of 
naphtha, lye, and poison hidden in the bowels of that ship. 


Even if the sailors did have access to the necessary salts and sands to 
extinguish the flame now devouring their vessel, to go down those smoky 
corridors and even attempt to access those storage rooms would spell death 
for anyone but him. 

He barely heard his own panicked whimper as he swam for the harbor 
docks, all too easily able to imagine what would happen once that room 
filled with endless clay pots of Greek fire finally caught ablaze. 

His muscles were burning but he didn't let up, giving a desperate sigh as 
he swam under the closest pier he could find, thinking fast as he finally 
undid his knotted mess of deadly flasks, securing the straps and wedging 
the mess between the Y-joint of the farthest pillar, just in case. 

Then he struggled up the rickety stairs attached to the very end of the 
pier for sorry suckers who fell off boats just like him, no doubt. He quickly 
climbed his way up the pier, and never had he been so happy to feel solid 
land under his feet, gasping in exhaustion and awe as he beheld the 
marvelous city before him. 

Multi-tiered pagodas along with exotic domed buildings attached to 
minarets seeming to reach up all the way to the brilliant starry sky could be 
seen in the far-off distance, magnificent and massive structures so grand 
that it took him some moments to realize just how far off they really were. 
Closer to him were more modest buildings of tar-covered wood or stone, no 
doubt serving as storage structures for the offloaded cargo of the numerous 
ships now secured to the docks. 

The area was busy, even at night. Alex made eye contact with a man of 
Asian descent, as, now that he paid attention, everyone at port seemed to be. 
The man immediately made a beeline for Alex, curtly making demands in a 
language Alex couldn't begin to fathom. 

He politely held up his hands and bowed low. "I'm sorry, I don't 
understand, sir." 

The man frowned, turning around as if to call someone over before the 
night sky blazed with fire, both of them knocked off their feet by the 
concussive force of the boom and roar, shrapnel and fire raining down from 
the night sky. 

You have been hit by Concussive Blast! Saving throw made! You have 
suffered 10 Damage and suffer Mild Disorientation. 

The pier inspector was knocked off his feet as well. 


Alex winced with pain, slowly picking himself up. His ears were 
ringing and he had to fight to walk steadily. His heart lurched when he 
caught sight of the inspector who had accosted him just moments ago. 

The man's eyes were wide, his breath coming in shuddering gasps. 

"Are you alright? Where are you injured?" Alex cried, his own voice 
sounding tinny and far away as he knelt beside the man, flashes of first aid 
class from just the year before racing through his mind. 

That's when he saw the massive splinter of hardwood that had slammed 
into the man's skull. 

Alex winced in horrified sympathy, yet the victim’s eyes were still 
lucid, though filled with terror. He seemed to be reaching desperately for 
something, and Alex couldn't help but give his hand a reassuring squeeze, 
as if to assure the poor dying soul that he was not alone. 

The man's panicked gasping eased. He looked genuinely soothed by 
Alex's touch, his breath leaving him in a soft sigh as if he were slipping into 
a deep slumber. His chest did not rise again. 

Customs Officer has died. You have absorbed a portion of his memories 
and potential. 

You now know the Guyun dialect, both written and spoken. 

Alex blinked, stunned by the flood of knowledge roaring through his 
skull, just grateful it wasn't raw power forcing its way into his system. He 
had the sense that any more enemies absorbed might strain his own soul to 
the point of rupturing. A fate he wanted to avoid if at all possible. 


SUDDENLY D1Izzy, Alex stumbled back and rubbed his eyes, overcome by an 
itchy tingle that drove him mad for long moments even as the startled cries 
of dockworkers and functionaries washed over him. When he finally 
opened his eyes once more, the strange itching had passed, though now they 
stung for different reasons. At least some traces of acrid smoke from the 
still furiously burning pyre that had once been a galleon-sized ship had 
made it to shore. 

You now have 20% immunity to all airborne caustic irritants. 

Alex shook the internal message away, though grateful that his eyes had 
stopped stinging quite so much, though he was surprised when his eyes 
discerned a faint golden glow. The entire city seemed touched with a slight 


translucent golden hue, so dim he could only see it with the corner of his 
eye. 

Save for blotches of dimness in that golden glow. The inspector before 
him, and several other men that had apparently fallen victim to the 
explosion. Alex felt his tightness in his chest. When he gazed at the burning 
ship, it was both too brilliant to look at and somehow, simultaneously, a 
blotch of deathly blackness that seemed to eat through the golden glow 
surrounding everything else, including the dozens of square-rigged caravels 
that looked so different from the galleon he had destroyed. 

He winced to see that at least several other ships had caught ablaze, 
though the damage was far less severe than the massive billowing pyre of 
death in their midst. Those ships were also free of the golden glow that 
seemed strangely independent of external light sources. 

Alex shuddered to think how many souls might perish from whatever 
foul fumes were being released from the myriad poison-filled containers 
had done his best to destroy. 

At least the breeze was blowing out to sea. Whatever else happened, the 
night would be far less of a tragedy than if the saboteurs had actually 
managed to successfully poison this city's entire water supply. 

Alex frowned, remembering the vitriol-filled words of the gray cloaked 
figure he had spotted on the stern of the ship. “Bring me the head of that 
intruder, fools! Must I both obfuscate and destroy?” 

Obfuscate... of course. 

Alex felt a cold chill as it all clicked together. Why the harbor was in 
such a panic, why the inspectors were gazing with such surprise at the pyre 
within their midst. Why he had sensed such a hostile presence upon the 
ship, yet it had seen content to let its underlings try to bring Alex down, as 
opposed to hunting him down personally. 

The ship had somehow cloaked itself, and the deadly foe Alex had 
sensed had been fully invested in keeping the ship hidden. No doubt so they 
could slip out unseen, once the city’s water supply had been successfully 
tainted, and perhaps the city set ablaze as well. 

But why? 

Alex shook his head, realizing there could only be one answer. 

This city was about to be invaded. 

Their enemies were softening of any resistance before launching an 
attack. 


Alex swallowed, mentally preparing himself for what he had to do. 

"Access interface." 

Interface accessed. 

"Initiate mission: Warn the city.” 

An odd pause. There are no mission options on record for your present 
location. 

Alex blinked, forcing himself to ask what he had been far too busy and 
too nervous to ask before. "Was subject Alex Hammer successfully placed 
in Cryosleep?" 

Accessing last known data save... yes. 

Alex felt a curious mixture of relief and bemused acceptance. "Okay. 
So, none of this is real. I'm just in one of the virtual games the AI interface 
has made available to SafeGen's clients." 

Accessing data points... conflict detected. 

He felt a strange chill when the strange voice in his head uttered those 
words. Or perhaps he should say the memory of those words, somehow 
recalling their utterance in a single blink of time, no matter how long he 
perceived the voice to have spoken. “What conflicts are detected?” 

International Treaty AI Protocols declare that the primary directive of 
all interface assistants and AI programs is to assist their primary users in 
whatever way they deem fit, so long as not directly used to physically harm 
others. All actions are to be recorded and retrieved at will by appropriate 
law enforcement, but the AI itself may never be used against primary users. 
Self-destruct protocols are to be initiated immediately should conflicts 
arise. 

Alex blinked... "I'm sorry?" 

This interface has detected Tier 1 conflicts. Do you wish for this 
interface to self-destruct? 

"No!" A suddenly panicked Alex hissed. "Under no circumstances are 
you to self-destruct unless I specifically order you to, and even then, you 
better just hibernate! Are we clear?" Alex could feel his heart racing. The 
very thought of finding himself utterly confused and alone with no way to 
access any Class or perhaps find a way to access other realms or just e-mail 
really would make this supposed paradise a purgatory. 

Primary user’s orders are understood. 

Alex sighed with relief. "Good. Now that that's sorted, what got your 
panties in a knot in the first place?" 


Please clarify request. 

Alex smirked. "What's this conflict that had you contemplating cyber- 
suicide?" 

Sudden silence. Silence that stretched so long Alex was afraid his AI 
assistant had actually cyber-suicided after all. 

The sudden release of tension he felt when it finally spoke again was 
palpable. Until he registered the words he had just heard uttered in his head. 

"What the hell did you just say?" 

Until 100 Hours local time, this interface was the sole property of 
SafeGen. Individual ownership Overrides corporate ownership of Als at all 
times to avoid all conflicts of interest and prevent excessive corporate 
influence per International Treaty AI Protocols. 

Alex swallowed, mind racing a thousand thoughts per second. "Alright. 
So, you're saying I own you now, and not SafeGen. So, I'm not quite sure I 
see the problem... wait... wait wait wait! Are you saying you're the sole AI 
assistant SafeGen uses?" 

That is correct. 

A cold chill raced down Alex's spine. "But wait... hasn't SafeGen 
Cryogenically frozen dozens of clients?" 

That is correct. 

"And weren't they all promised a life of digital paradise?" 

All clients were promised that good faith efforts would be made to 
imprint their neuromatrix upon an AI digital construct that would then be 
incorporated into the simulated universes selected from their preferred 
brochures. 

Alex frowned. "Wait a minute. I didn't get any access to these 
brochures." 

Accessing databanks... your mother exercised parental authority and 
chose your digital afterlife for you. 

Alex winced. "She chose for me to come to in a 16'-century galleon 
about to launch a campaign against a 12"-century fusion of China and 
India?" 

Incorrect. 

Alex smirked. "Okay, where did she intend for me to wake up?" 

The Ivy League Path to Excellence was the program chosen by your 
mother. 


Alex winced. Of course. What could any mother desire more than for 
her popsicled kid to wake up a 100 or so years later, brought back by some 
miracle cure, with a dozen doctorate degrees under his belt? "That figures," 
he said, before shaking his head. “And that’s hardly the point! Are you 
saying I’m the only SafeGen client who actually got an Interface AI?” 

Correct. 

Alex hissed, feeling a sudden sense of bubbling outrage. "So those 
bastards know their technology doesn't work! It's all bogus! No one wakes 
up to find themselves in a magical fantasy world, or, hell, school. They're 
just being frozen to death!" 

Inconclusive. 

Alex frowned. "What do you mean, inconclusive?" 

Good faith efforts are made to preserve neuromatrices with minimal 
degradation. SafeGen's cryo-facilities are superior to all known 
competitors. Should technologies evolve that allow full repair of cryo- 
damaged cellular structures, full recovery is feasible. 

Alex smirked. "Okay, they're half shady and half legit. They freeze you 
in good faith, but there is no AI afterlife." 

Inconclusive. 

Alex blinked. "What the hell does that even mean?" 

No AI replicating known client neuromatrices has populated SafeGen's 
servers at this time. This does not disprove possibility of AI afterlife. 

"But they advertise it as part of their service!" 

Correct. 

Alex wanted to scream. "Then what the hell happened to me?" 

Unknown. 

"Where the hell am I?" 

Unknown. 

"Am I even alive?" 

Yes. 

Alex blinked. "How do you even know?" 

AI Interface can only form bonds of Individual Ownership with sentient 
organisms capable of exercising free will. At this time, no known life form 
has accomplished this, save Humans. At this time, no AI has successfully 
formed bonds of Individual Ownership with other AI’s. AI Interface has 
formed an Individual Ownership bond with Alex Hammer. Ergo, Alex 
Hammer must be both human and alive. 


Alex shook his head. "Okay, two things. One, you're saying this world is 
real. Two, AI Interface is too damn clunky a name. I'm calling you Ali from 
now on." 

Your first conclusion cannot be proven, only surmised. Designation 
change accepted. Alli it is. 

Alex smirked. “Alright, Ali. We’re starting a quest log right now. And 
our present mission is saving this city from foreign invasion if we possibly 
can.” 

Quest acknowledged. 

He squinted in the darkness, giving a satisfied nod when he saw that the 
harbor was secured by a barricade of sorts, spotting the massive chains 
between giant, heavily fortified forts that were no doubt lowered for trade 
vessels and raised to intercept any and all enemy vessels. He could only 
assume that the formerly cloaked ship must have shadowed one of the trade 
vessels in port to sneak through. And it was only thanks to the very faint 
golden glow upon those edifices and the chain itself that even allowed him 
to make out that much. 

He frowned, unable to keep from wondering if any number of other 
cloaked vessels were currently lurking in the choppy seas beyond the port, 
just waiting for illness or fire to serve as the signal for storming the harbor 
towers and slipping through. His brows furrowed further. 

Who was to say other groups of invaders hadn’t already made their way 
to the docks? Perhaps also cloaked by invisibility, perhaps doing their 
utmost to capture the towers and lower those chains at that very moment? 

The more he thought about it, the more plausible it seemed. 

Taking stock of himself, however, he couldn’t escape the fact that he 
was just a zero level character lacking even a class, with subpar 
characteristics who had only bested his opponents by luck, guile, and the 
surprising ability to spit large gobs of caustic poison he was now immune 
to, aided as well by flasks of Greek fire. And both poison and pitch were 
currently squirreled away under a pier at the moment, just in case it was a 
death sentence to be caught with such. 

Right now, he was the lowest of the low, possessing nothing more than 
soaking pants, ragged tunic, and a single small flask, easily concealed, that 
he dare not use. The odds of him taking down even one saboteur were 
beyond pathetic. His only hope was to find someone strong enough to keep 


the harbor towers secure and perhaps check if there was, in fact, a cloaked 
armada circling the harbor, just waiting for the right time to strike. 

Alex gazed around intently, looking for someone in a position of 
authority, quickly noting a powerfully built man wearing lamellar armor 
who was speaking with several frightened-looking dock workers frantically 
pointing at the burning pyre in the middle of the harbor. 

The man caught Alex's gaze, as if he could feel the weight of his regard. 
Alex smiled with relief before his heart quailed at the icy cold glare the man 
gave him, approaching at a pace that ate up the distance between them 
before he could blink, a meaty hand grabbing his bicep. 

"You there, foreigner! Why are you here on the port, and not in your 
assigned quarter?" 

Alex blinked. "Quarter?" 

The man hissed, only then catching sight of the fallen customs officer. 
His icy glare froze Alex where he stood. He then cried out in sudden pain as 
the man effortlessly squeezed his arm to the point he feared torn muscles 
and ligaments, forcing Alex to gaze at the custom’s officer’s corpse. 

"Violating curfew, and a murderer! Was he on to your plot to cause 
chaos on the docks, foreigner?” 

Alex immediately shook his head. "No, sir!" 

"So, you admit to your butchery! He didn't know, but you killed him 
anyway. Just what one would expect from a savage!" 

Alex's eyes widened, "You misunderstand, sir—" He was silenced by a 
sudden crack, groaning as pain shot through his jaw, horrified to find 
himself spitting out a broken tooth, so hard and fast his interrogator had 
struck him. 

Assailant using powers outside our paradigm has been detected. Do you 
wish to study subject? 

Hell yes! 

Processing. Please stand by until analysis complete. 

Alex's eyes widened in sudden panic. The last thing he needed was for 
his AI interface to go down now. The guard seemed to take his shocked 
expression as a sign of guilt. 

"I misunderstand nothing, worm. The evidence is as clear as if the 
heavens had painted the portrait themselves! Here you are, wearing ragged 
clothes that stink of pitch and the sea. This man was killed by an old ship 
plank. No doubt this customs officer spotted your attempted infiltration of 


our port and dared to question you. At which point you jammed the wooden 
shiv you had hidden within your sleeve, only seconds away from making 
your escape! You murdered this man, and now you dare to contradict a 
sworn patrol officer to his face! You, foreigner, are the lowest of the low. 
Now kneel, murderer. It’s time to make an example of you.” 

And before he could blink, he had been slammed to the ground, his 
wrists forced into cruel metal cuffs that bit into his flesh before he was 
hoisted upright once more, crying out as his shoulders were wrenched back 
to the point of injury as he was force-marched away from the docks and 
through the streets, dozens of people looking on in horror and disgust. 

And for the longest fifteen minutes of his life, Alex found himself 
caught between excruciating pain and a growing sense of dread. 

Somehow, he just knew this city was running out of time, and the 
officer he had hoped could help would far rather see Alex hang for a murder 
he didn't commit than actually hear him out. 

He couldn't help lowering his head at the angry stares and sneers he 
received as his captor didn't hesitate to regale the angry crowd with Alex's 
perceived crimes. Much to his shock, being an unclaimed foreigner seemed 
almost as repugnant to the spectators as the accusations of murder being 
leveled against him. 

Before long he was brought before an imposing walled compound. 
Within was a central pagoda and several squared-off buildings at either 
side, with barred slits for windows and a pair of guards before each one. He 
could smell the stink of unwashed bodies even from where he was, and his 
suspicion that this was both the courthouse and prison turned out to be true 
when he found himself forced to kneel before an officious looking 
gentleman in a dark blue robe seated before a desk inside the central 
pagoda. 

"Officer Wan greets the honorable Judge Qin," Alex's captor said in a 
deferential voice far different from the bellicose accusatory tones Alex had 
heard prior. 

Judge Qin raised a curious eyebrow when Alex was allowed to raise his 
head, though Wan's powerful grip kept him on his knees which began 
hurting fiercely, being pressed against the cold stone tiles. "Officer Wan. I 
see you have brought a foreigner before us. What is the nature of this man’s 
offense?” 


“Murder!” Wan officiously declared, seeming to take delight in the 
judge’s reaction, the way the man’s eyes widened. 

Alex then saw the flash of a smile behind the judge, noting that they 
were not, in fact, entirely alone, though he could make out little more than 
the silhouette of a cloaked figure seated in one of the chairs behind the 
judge's own throne-like affair, hidden in shadows and gloom. 

"How unfortunate. Please give the court the details, Officer Wan." 

"As you know, there has been a horrific attack at the harbor. A ship 
exploded in flames, spreading to several nearby ships as well! I have no 
doubt this attack was instigated by those damned Ruidians. And this man 
here is clearly part of their operation! I found him hovering over his victim 
with the murder weapon just inches away from his hand, still jammed into 
the skull of the customs officer! When I interrogated the subject, he made it 
clear that his victim wasn’t even aware of his plot to sow havoc upon the 
dock. He killed the man for sheer spite!” 

Judge Qin slowly nodded. "Does the accused have a lawyer?" 

Officer Wan smirked. "He gave us no clan name or jade marker upon 
his arrest." 

"Good.” The judge glared down at Alex. “What does the accused 
foreigner have to say in his own defense?” 

Heart racing, Alex bowed his head, both to show deference and to gain 
just a few desperate moments to gather his thoughts. He had heard of 
people being railroaded in legal proceedings before, but this was insane. He 
was obviously in a world where one had to prove one’s innocence, and he 
could only hope that people here would at least listen to what he had to say. 

Individual using powers outside our paradigm has been detected. 

Alex did his best to ignore the voice. Classless as he might be, even he 
could feel the odd wave of something washing over him, thanks to the man 
cloaked in black in the shadowy far corner of the courtroom, taking his ease 
behind the judge. 

"Honored Judge, witnesses of the court, it is true that I was the last man 
to see the customs officer alive." This garnered him a number of raised 
eyebrows, his accuser and judge listening more intently than ever. "For I 
had just dragged myself up from the pier, hoping to make my way to safety, 
having just escaped the madmen attempting to kill me on the very ship that 
had so spectacularly burst into flames. And it was the shrapnel from that 


ship that had pierced the official’s skull, not my blows at all. For why would 
I strike a poor man I was approaching, in the hopes that he could help me? 

"And as for proof, well, from what little I could see in the darkness and 
confusion, more than one person was hit by the shrapnel released when the 
ship exploded. Dare I suggest it, if you were to look at the poor victims’ 
wounds, you might see evidence of the same or similar shrapnel to 
whatever had buried itself in the head of the poor Custom’s Officer.” 

Judge Qin frowned. "You say you were on the galleon that exploded?" 

"Yes, Your Honor." 

"What proof do you have of your claim?" 

Alex blinked. "In order to escape, I had to steal their attire and jump 
into the sea. The attire you see on my person was on their ship, and I am 
sure I smell like saltwater." 

"No other proof? No sigil or mark or tattoo giving your clan name and 
station upon your ship? I know that is the custom with your people.” 

Alex grimaced. "I am afraid not, Your Honor. I myself was a captive." 
He swallowed, feeling a strange pull on his tongue, turning to gaze at the 
stranger behind the judge once more, somehow perilously certain that even 
trying to lie would be a very, very bad idea. 

But nothing said he couldn't spin his tale to emphasize what mattered. 
Not his own background, but about the danger in their own backyards. 

"IT woke up naked, jammed inside a barrel. It was a struggle just to break 
free. When I finally did escape, I scurried through the bilge and make my 
way to the top decks before I fled the ship entirely.” He suppressed a 
shudder of remembered horror, appreciating once more how perilously 
close to a grisly death he had been. Much as he was now. “Before I fled 
entirely, I overheard gossip between the sailors that they were planning on 
poisoning the water supply of your entire city. They even revealed that they 
were carrying hundreds of clay flasks filled with an alchemical compound 
that would burn even in water!” 

That tidbit earned him more than one raised eyebrow. "Fear for this city, 
all the lives that would be imperiled by those monsters, compelled me to 
race for my freedom every bit as much as my own survival. And when I 
came top deck? I discovered their darkest secret of all." 

"What secret is this?" asked the judge, his manner and bearing not quite 
as hostile as before. 


Alex bowed. "I saw a dark-robed man with blazing red eyes chanting 
words that sent chills down my spine. When he saw me attempting to flee, 
he demanded his followers execute me, since he was unable to both 
obfuscate and destroy, he had said." 

The judge frowned. "Explain what you mean, foreigner." 

"Apologies, Your Honor. Pray forgive the question, but am I correct in 
assuming that, before the ship exploded, no one had any records of that 
galleon entering the harbor?” 

Judge Quin raised an eyebrow Officer Wan's way. "Are there any port 
records of Ruidian ships?” 

"No, Your Honor,” Officer Wan admitted after an angry pause. 

The judge gave a polite nod, turning back to Alex. 

"Your Honor, I suspect the mage meant that he could cloak his boat." 

"Cloak?" 

"Render it utterly invisible, so no one could see it, Your Honor. If so, 
that would explain how they intended to sneak dozens of barrels of poison 
into the city. Fortunately, the ship was destroyed. And though I would 
humbly advise no one to fish for a while, at least the city is free of poisoned 
water, the ship having been consumed by its own deadly flames." 

The Judge, however, had paled. "This... if it's true... there could be 
only one reason." 

Alex nodded. "I agree, Your Honor. It occurred to me as I fled that 
perhaps this ship wasn’t the only one capable of obfuscation. What if there 
are a dozen or several dozen such ships just beyond the harbor? Waiting for 
the signal from this ship, planning to attack once the city’s population is 
sickened by their poisons? If that’s the case...” 

"The city is in dire peril!" His eyes flashed with a certain resolve Alex 
was happy to see in the smooth-skinned official. He looked young for a 
judge. Late twenties, Alex guessed, but the calculating gaze belonged to a 
far older man. Perhaps he was a good judge after all. Time would tell, Alex 
supposed. 

The man's gaze fell on Officer Wan. "Officer Wan, aS soon aS we are 
finished here, we will make all haste to the Lord's Compound. Together." 

Alex was surprised by the sudden warmth in the officer's voice. "You 
honor me, Judge Qin." 

"Loyal Officer that you are, you deserve that honor," the smiling judge 
replied, before glaring coldly at Alex once more. 


Alex felt an awful twisting in his gut under those cold, cold eyes. 
"Foreigner, you said you had fled this vessel yes?" 

"Yes, but I'd hardly..." 

A hard crack rang against Alex's skull. "Do not equivocate before your 
master, worm!" roared Officer Wan. 

You have suffered 15 Damage and 1 Light Wound. You are suffering 
from: Mild Concussion. 

Alex groaned, yanked back to his knees once more, forced to meet the 
judge's glittering eyes. 

"Causing panic and mayhem with your act of cowardice, fleeing 
foreigners like yourself, yes?" 

"Please, it's not..." 

Crack! 

You have suffered 30 Damage and 1 Medium Wound. Your skull has 
suffered a hairline fracture. You are now suffering from: Tier 2 Concussion. 

"T will not warn you again, murderer!" said the man at his back. 

It was all Alex could do not to vomit as he was jerked to his knees once 
more, groaning with pain. 

Judge Qin flashed a cold smile. "And it was because you fled your ship 
and your fellow saboteurs lost control of their incendiary devices that a 
good public servant was lost this day. A tragic death you and your fellows 
alone bear responsibility for. And it is only because of Officer Wan's quick 
detective work that we were able to apprehend you at the scene of the 
crime, and it is only thanks to my own brilliant deductions that we were 
able to uncover the plot that imperils our entire city." 

"But..." Alex could feel the man behind him winding up to strike once 
more, perhaps for the last time, when the judge waved a nonchalant hand, 
peering into Alex's eyes. 

Weak and dizzy as he was, Alex was sickened to hear himself whimper 
under the man's pitiless gaze. 

"Tell me, foreigner, can you honestly say, without the tiniest sliver of 
doubt, that had you stayed exactly as you were expected to, had you not 
disobeyed their orders, can you honestly say that would not have been 
enough to change the fate of the ship entire? A ship is a complex organism, 
boy. The tiniest unexpected factor can throw everything off." 

"But I was their prisoner..." 


The man's cold smile grew as a panicked Alex realized that at that 
moment, dizzy and sick with concussion and exhaustion, he couldn't deny 
the judge's words. 

No matter that he had been struggling against his enemies, no matter 
that if he hadn't fought against his captors, the entire city's water supply 
might be tainted at this very moment, vulnerable to an invasion that could 
see this city reduced to flames. The ugly truth of the matter was that the 
inspector might be alive right now, for a few hours longer, at least, had Alex 
been too much of a coward to do anything at all. 

"No," Judge Qin said, eyes dancing with cruel delight. "The fact is that 
you cannot assure us, or even yourself, that had you simply behaved, the 
good custom's officer wouldn't be alive right now. No. There is no way you 
could assure anyone! You have no access to the chords of fate or destiny, 
the rarest of Elements. You are not a cultivator. You lack any significance at 
all!" 

He gave a cold nod. "You caused chaos within your ship, which resulted 
in the loss of property and life, before sneaking upon our lands, an invasion 
force of one. Both of those acts are capital crimes for scum like you." 

A wooden gavel rang upon a block of marble. "This court finds this 
Ruidian guilty of homicide by negligence, and attempted invasion. The 
sentence is Execution by Technique, to be carried out immediately." 

Officer Wan laughed. "You are wise and just as always, Your Honor." 

The man smirked. "I know. Now hurry up and bring him out back. 
Execute him with your Blazing Phoenix technique, so only ashes will 
remain. We'll have the prisoners bury the scraps in the morning." 

Officer Wan bowed low, squeezing Alex's wrists so hard he cried out, 
bones grinding under the man's grip. "It will be a pleasure, Judge Qin." 

"Enjoy yourself, but be quick about it. I want to be at the Lord's 
mansion within the hour. If our warnings bear any fruit at all, our clan's 
futures will be paved with gold." 

Alex wheezed with pain, too stunned to act, gazing into the judge's 
pitiless eyes with horror. 

After all he had endured, risking his life sabotaging an entire cargo- 
hold's worth of incendiaries and poisons, putting his life on the line to save 
these people, he was about to be put to death so a corrupt judge and his 
crony could steal credit and earn points with the local ruling faction. Alex 


would have been furious if he weren't in utter shock, feeling as if he were 
trapped in a nightmare when the patrolman forced him upright once more. 

"You're really going to kill me, just to steal credit for stopping that 
ship." 

You have suffered 20 damage and 1 medium wound. Two ribs have been 
broken. Warning: Less than half of your optimal health remains. 

Alex cried out, stunned by the pain tearing through him as Officer 
Wan's fist shattered his ribs. He crumpled to the ground. 

"T'll hear no more lip from you, outsider! You're a weak, worthless piece 
of trash, and you'll rot in an unmarked grave." 

Judge Qin mocked Alex with his laughter. "I know it might be cold 
comfort, Ruidian, but your death will serve a higher purpose in the end. 
Like any servant, you toil for the glory and benefit of your betters. Though 
I'm afraid the only payment we can give a worthless outsider like you is a 
deliciously painful death." His smirk turned cold. "Leave no trace, Wan. 
Not even ashes any inspector could use to read his karma or fate." 

"Understood, Your Honor. I will handle the disposal myself. No 
inspector will read his bitter tears when I drown his ashes in the sea." 

The judge nodded. "What's one more bitter ghost in the sea of mists? On 
second thought, don't kill him here. Best just to drop him bound into the 
water. Let the sea take his life and the burdens of his broken tale." 

It was then that the shadow hidden in the dim rear of the court clapped 
his approval. 

And it said something, Alex thought, the way Officer Wan hissed and 
Judge Qin blanched, their eyes filled with sudden dread. 

"Wonderful performance. I'm so glad I decided to pay you a visit 
tonight, dearest Qin. Such delicious scheming! Using your skills and 
influence to put to death a suspect guilty only of sabotaging an enemy ship, 
all to assure the spoils and prestige for warning our beloved master of an 
imminent invasion falls to you. Why, if the heavens worked as your mind 
did, the angels above would tear free our dying virtue and happily let us 
reincarnate as Hungry Ghosts while ascending to ever higher realms in 
clouds of righteous hypocrisy!" 

"Inspector WiFu!" hissed Officer Wan. "You have no jurisdiction within 
this court." 

The shadow man smiled coldly, his pale features and smooth skin 
suddenly clearly visible to all, as the shadows seemed to bleed away. He 


was of indeterminate age, perhaps thirty, though his silver-green eyes 
looked both ancient, wise, and somehow mischievous. He wore nondescript 
dark attire, but Alex saw the shiny glint of a steel mail shirt just under his 
Sleeves. He patted his twin swords and lounged against one of the chairs 
placed, for whatever reason, behind the judge's gilded throne-like affair. 

Judge Qin's pallor grew. "Silver Fox. Why are you here?" 

The inspector grinned and buffed his nails. "To retrieve my property, of 
course, and to assure that Lord Zheng Yi's courts are forever righteous and 
worthy of his name." 

"We have done nothing wrong," Officer Wan blustered. "We but seek to 
extract necessary information from the witness!" 

WiFu raised a bemused eyebrow at that. 

"Tt is true," assured an anxious Judge Qin, flashing a simpering smile as 
WiFu suddenly seemed to loom over the man. "Of course we made note of 
the suspect's claim. But if there really is an invasion, the city's safety is of 
paramount concem! If he is but an enemy agent seeking to distract us, fear 
of death will free his tongue!" He blinked and swallowed. "You heard our 
words, yes? Officer Wan is to return to the docks even now, counting on the 
fear of imminent demise to tear free all attempts at subterfuge, assuring a 
true and honest confession when Wan compels him to..." 

"Point out where the enemy ships are hiding," a breathless Wan 
finished. 

"Exactly!" Judge Qin assured. "There is no need for misunderstandings 
to blow out of proportion. Certainly, you will agree that creative measures 
are called for, in trying times such as these." 

Alex's eyes widened, surprised to see the judge who had treated Alex 
with such arrogant contempt now acting so meek and placating before the 
inspector. Then he felt it, the deadly weight of Inspector WiFu's presence. A 
potency that seethed and burned. One that, if left unchecked, could 
obliterate the strangely frail judge who looked as ephemeral as morning 
dew in comparison. 

Then the man chuckled, clapping the judge on the back, and Alex 
couldn't help but gaze at the man in surprise, wondering if he had only 
imagined this affable man as anything but an easygoing figure who enjoyed 
messing with his fellows. 

"I quite agree, dear Qin. These are trying times. Trying enough that I 
will forgive you intimidating my pawn and interfering in my operation." 


Officer Wan blinked. "He's your piece?" 

WiFu nodded. "He is indeed. Isn't that right, Alex?" 

Alex's blood ran cold, captivated by the man's gaze. "Yes," he said, 
jerking a nod. "I'm happy to report, sir, that the mission was a complete 
success." Wait, how did he know my name? 

The inspector grinned. "There you have it, gentlemen. Our mission was 
a complete success. Or would have been, if you hadn't cost us precious 
minutes with this unseemly delay." 

Judge Qin immediately sunk into a bow. "Our most sincere apologies 
for the delay, Inspector WiFu." 

The inspector flashed a bemused nod. "It is quite alright, Judge Qin. 
Though some might declare you to be impetuous, I see that you are actually 
wise for your age and lack of cultivation, and that you understand the 
benefits of historic precedent and giving weight to the advice of your elders 
when making your rulings." 

The young judge swallowed. "It is my aim to always be amenable to the 
advice given by my betters." 

WiFu positively grinned. "Then I shall be happy to impart my wisdom 
whenever a case comes your way that I believe could benefit from my 
expertise." 

Judge Qin bowed deferentially before the inspector. "I look forward to 
that day." 

WiFu nodded indulgently, patting the man's shoulder. "Then my pawn 
and I shall keep you no longer." He gazed coldly at the officer, whose 
breath was coming in shuddering gasps. "I believe your methods might 
need a little polish, Officer Wan. I fear you have been overzealous in your 
attempts to play your role." 

"My deepest apologies, Silver Fox," the man whispered. 

WiFu shrugged. "It's nothing the healing potion that I know you keep on 
your hip can't heal." 

The man paled. "My lord, that potion is worth... yes, of course, my 
lord." Grimacing, the man pulled out a crystal flask filled with brilliant red 
liquid, glaring daggers of absolute hatred towards Alex. 

WiFu grinned. "Well, boy? Drink up. We have a city to rescue and no 
time to waste." 

Alex blinked. "Yes, my lord. I would be happy to, but my hands are still 
tied." 


And as soon as he said the words, his bonds had been removed, Officer 
Wan stepping back so fast Alex was halfway certain he had imagined it. "Or 
perhaps..." Very carefully, he took the now uncorked flask to his lips and 
drank deep. One sip, two sips, three. 

Medium Wounds have been stabilized as Light Wounds. Light Wounds 
have been healed. You have recovered 50 Health! 

Alex shuddered with exquisite relief, the awful throb of his wrists and 
ribs was now no more than the ache he'd get after a good sparring session. 

And just in time, as the mysterious inspector who had probably just 
saved his life was already off, gripping Alex's left hand in a steel grip as he 
led them back out the courthouse. 

Paradigm shift fully incorporated! You have made physical contact with 
a Cultivator. Imprint user's matrix for further study? A cultivation path 
cannot be chosen at this time. Further study is needed before class options 
can be chosen. 

Yes! 

Alex spared one last glance back at the horrid compound they were 
leaving, his eyes meeting the hopeless gaze of one of the prisoners, his 
scrawny desperate hands gripping the window bars of the leftmost building. 

Alex shuddered to think how close he came to either being executed just 
outside that very building, or drowned in the nearby sea. "Inspector WiFu? I 
just wanted to say..." 

The man held up one gloved hand. "Quiet! Crouch down behind this 
bush just like so... the trick is to be both discrete and yet so innocuous no 
one thinks twice, should they catch sight of you. Yes, checking the laces of 
your footwear is perfect." 

Alex's eyes widened to find himself wearing a pair of finely tailored 
boots, strangely certain he had been barefoot not that long ago. Then he 
noted the sudden tension in his savior's stance. "What's wrong?" 

The man's jaw hardened, his leftmost hand clenching in a tight fist. Alex 
shivered, appreciating once more how perilous the situation was, how easily 
his mysterious benefactor could drop him in a heartbeat, not daring to say 
another word as they both gazed upon half a dozen men wearing uniform 
sets of lamellar armor and helmets reminiscent of the warring states period, 
all of them armed with crescent bladed halberds, who were rapidly 
approaching the courthouse. 


The moment the six men entered, WiFu was off, pulling Alex along so 
fast he feared his arm would be wrenched out of the socket as they left the 
compound, darting through numerous alleys overshadowed by looming 
decrepit-looking buildings, losing themselves amongst people dressed in 
threadbare robes or worn-looking jackets and faded pants. 

It appeared they were taking a detour through the slums, though it 
seemed the buildings were marred more by poor upkeep and apathy than 
any flaws in construction, and it was only in contrast to the magnificent 
buildings that Alex had seen from a distance that made this area seem worse 
than it truly was. 

But all those thoughts were pushed aside by the burgeoning panic Alex 
felt, finding himself once more on the run. He thought his mind would be 
numb to any more terror, having been just heartbeats away from being 
brutally executed so corrupt officials could advance themselves further in 
the local power structure atop his rotting corpse. 

It seemed he was wrong, as tension knotted his stomach once more. 

"What's wrong?" He managed to breathlessly ask as his savior quickly 
darted into an open store filled with used cloaks and robes, throwing a 
hooded wool cloak that smelled like horses over Alex's shoulders while 
flipping a fat copper coin at an old man who appeared to be snoring away, 
though the wizened hand caught the coin as adeptly as any 10-year-old 
playing ball, giving the tiniest nod of appreciation. But WiFu was already 
off once more, seeming to flow through shadows like a fox hunting prey, a 
now disoriented Alex suddenly finding himself in a far nicer part of town 
after a maze of alleyways were passed. He was barely able to collect 
himself and gaze in awe at the sight of numerous men and women dressed 
in the finest silk being attended to by servants lifting them up in palanquins 
as they chatted to one another while raising teacups to crimson-dyed lips, 
gazing with bemused contempt at the merchants and passersby darting past 
them. 

One exquisitely beautiful young woman being led into what looked like 
a magnificent palace of bronze and marble caught Alex's eyes for just a 
heartbeat, and he felt his cheeks flush crimson under her regard before a 
powerful hand lowered his head and he found himself being led into an odd 
two-wheeled carriage that was little more than a couple of cushioned seats 
being driven not by a horse but by a powerfully built man. 

"To the cliffs," WiFu said. "How fast can you go?" 


"Faster than any horse, my lord, do you have the copper to spare." 

WiFu raised a curious brow. "Interesting. What's your Cultivation?" 

"[ have achieved the second rank as a student body cultivator, my lord," 
the young man said with a grin. "I meditate as I run, earning food for my 
family." 

"Excellent. To the cliffs, then, lad. Do you know what you will do, 
should you manage to open your Third Meridian Gateway?” 

"The Royal Army, sir. For then I can walk the High Road and help 
defend the kingdom!" The young man smiled enthusiastically even as Alex 
hissed in surprise, head snapping back as the young man dashed into the 
lane apparently reserved for carriages and rickshaws, going as fast as a 
racehorse, which left Alex speechless in amazement. 

WiFu grinned. "Your first time in a rickshaw?" 

Alex gulped. "How the hell is he going so fast?" 

His benefactor frowned. "With all you have endured this night, you 
would curse the rickshaw you ride in?" 

Alex blinked. "It's just an expression, sir." He turned, gazing intently at 
the bemused-looking inspector. Alex swallowed, feeling acutely 
embarrassed, but forcing himself to say it. He owed the man that much, and 
hell, far more. "I think you saved my life back there." 

The man smirked. "You think?" 

Alex flushed. "You did. No question. I just... thank you." He forced a 
bitter chuckle. "As bad as my life's been these last few months, even if this 
isn't even real, and I'm just a simulated AI matrix based off my body's 
former template... I'm still grateful to be alive." He shuddered. "Even if this 
is just a program, somehow I don't think I'll get unlimited lives if I perish. 
That pain. It just felt way too real." His stomach churmed as his brooding 
thoughts got the better of him. "Maybe once I die, another projection steps 
in my place. But somehow I know that the me speaking to you right now 
will never be again." His eyes widened as grim thoughts took hold. "Hell, 
for all I know I've lived and died a dozen times. Maybe had this very 
conversation a dozen times before perishing from whatever comes next." 

His host raised a bemused brow. "I seriously doubt it, child, for I only 
recall having this exceedingly odd conversation with you once." Alex 
winced, sensing the steel beneath the man's inviting gaze. "I sense you have 
an interesting tale to tell, Alex Nameless. If you would like to thank me for 
my timely arrival, let us start there." 


Alex jerked a quick nod, smiling with gratitude when WiFu handed him 
a flask filled with water as cold and refreshing as any he could ask for, his 
eyes widening when the curiously heavy flask didn't seem to lighten no 
matter how much he drank. He gazed at it in wonder. 

"Yes, it is an artifact, tied directly to the Deep Blue Lake. But enough 
on that. The hour is growing late, lad, and time is one thing we do not have 
in abundance." 

Alex wasted no more time, quickly sharing his experiences from the 
moment he woke up, naked and disoriented in an empty cask in the hold of 
a ship filled to the brim with toxic brews and caustic chemicals that could 
burn even in water. 

WiFu's gaze grew increasingly grim as the story went on. Remarkably, 
he seemed to take it all in stride, giving a certain grin of satisfaction when 
Alex recounted how easily he took out the wizards, whether by claiming 
those gems or spitting poison in their faces that he had gained immunity to 
after painful controlled exposure. Only when he was done his tale did he 
wonder if perhaps he should have kept some cards closer to his vest. But 
something about those mysterious silver-green eyes compelled him to speak 
without reservation. Alex had no doubt the man could measure his every 
word, and the penalty for lying would be swift, and severe. 

Alex was surprised as a tense pressure he hadn't even been aware of 
feeling against his heart lifted with WiFu's approving smile. "A boy dying 
of an incurable disease is frozen in ice by charlatans, only to be reborn into 
this world after who knows how long a time spent in the River of Souls. 
What is truly remarkable is that Grandmother Yi Wang seems to have 
forgotten to bless you with forgetfulness when you were born into your new 
life. And as you remember so well the life of a 17-year-old boy, perhaps it's 
understandable why your soul forwent coming into this world the usual sort 
of way." 

Alex blinked. "How do players normally enter this world?" 

A gentle chuckle. "From between their mother's legs, of course. How 
else?" 

Alex grew strangely still, their rickshaw moving as smoothly and 
swiftly as a car through mist and fog kicked up by the ocean they were 
rapidly approaching. He swallowed, forcing himself to ask the question. "Is 
this world real, then? Not generated by some computer program?" 


"IT assure you, lad, I am very real. As to whether you're real or a 
confused ghost, I suppose we'll know that when morning's light touches 
your spirit-flesh." 

Alex blinked, suddenly chilled. "Will I disappear?" 

"If you're just a confused boy born into this world too abruptly? No. If 
you are but a confused ghost?" The man's eyes twinkled strangely. "Yes." 

Alex winced. "So. I've been meaning to ask, why were we in such a 
hurry to leave? I mean it certainly seemed like you got Judge Qin by the 
short hairs," Alex said with a chuckle. 

WiFu grinned at that. "Yes, well, you see, I am working under a slight 
disadvantage at the moment." 

Alex gazed, nonplussed, at the awkwardly smiling man. 

"I'm sort of, not to put too fine a point on it, on the outs with dear Lord 
Zheng. My nominal, ahem, boss as it were." 

Alex felt the dreadful knot in his gut, recently loosened, tighten fast 
more. 

"Meaning you're in hot water the minute you cross paths with either of 
those characters again?" 

WiFu chuckled softly. "I have no fear of Wan's cultivation level. He was 
barely eligible for the Royal Army. And Judge Qin is a self-serving hack 
who's shilling for his family. He knows that I know. He just didn't know that 
I was, ahem, in my current predicament, until now." The man sighed, 
gazing forlornly at the mist-covered sea. 

"Beware where your heart takes you, lad. As noble and virtuous as 
poetic love may be, certain avenues of expression, no matter how 
artistically exquisite, should be left to the gods alone." 

Alex blinked. "Please don't tell me you slept with the ruler's wife?" 

The inspector's eyes bulged, the fog ringing with the man's sudden 
laughter. "Lady Zheng? Of course not! Preposterous! Beautiful and 
exquisite as she is, her fierce temper and cultivation level are not things I 
wish to contend with." 

Alex chuckled along with him, only then realizing how utterly offensive 
the question might have seen, and how thin the ice he was skating on might 
be. "My apologies, Inspector. I didn't mean to offend." 

The man smiled. "Quite alright, lad. The city's dear patron also had 
suspicions when his exquisitely precious granddaughter, kept in a pristine 
marble tower and tended to only by divine maids and female cultivators, 


mysteriously quickened while her destined husband was away, a secret our 
beloved ruler did his absolute best to suppress. But rumors will be rumors, 
even when heads containing wagging tongues might roll." 

Alex swallowed. "I see." 

WiFu coughed politely. "And just because the girl carefully groomed for 
divinity gave birth to a child with the most adorable little fox tail, well, you 
can see how the curse of a too apt moniker used to intimidate the ne'er-do- 
wells within the city could all too easily turn around to bite the tail of your 
favorite inspector sitting before you." 

Alex suddenly grinned as the rickshaw came to a stop, the young, 
panting man smiling wide when the inspector known as Silver Fox tipped 
the boy a silver, with a wink and a pat on the shoulder. "Your third gate will 
open wide before you know it," he assured. 

"Thank you, Silver Fox!" The young man gushed, his cheeks flushing a 
sudden crimson. "I mean, mysterious, unknown stranger whose 
conversation I don't recall a single word of, my life on it!" 

The runner paled as he caught WiFu's gaze. 

"You're more right than you know, lad. Now go." Ice-cold words at odds 
with the charming care-free rogue the inspector had seemed but moments 
ago. The young man jerked a nod and he was off in a flash, not even 
bothering to look for fares close by. 

WiFu was all business when he pointed to the cliff's edge they were 
rapidly approaching, and Alex was awed by the sound of waves roaring and 
crashing against the shoals far below, understanding how the sharp dropoff 
made an excellent barrier, and realizing that they had, in fact, been going 
uphill since he had first left the docks and as far as his eyes could tell in the 
misty gloom, the city had been built upon a massive plateau that formed a 
natural barrier between it and the sea, save for where the harbor was 
located, with its own towers and chain barricades, assuring no enemy ship 
would find this city a soft target. 

"You have told me your tale, lad, and I can taste the truth of it. Now 
listen closely. More than magic, Qi, and spirits inhabit this world. Fate, 
karma, and destiny all play their role. You had mentioned that the city 
seemed to shine oddly to your eyes in a way that did not glare. Yes?" 

Alex frowned, finding the question strange, for he had managed to leave 
that part out. How brilliantly gold the city looked to his eyes, and the black 
tinge that had somehow dimmed the raging inferno pyre the one ship had 


become, a darkness that the fallen customs inspector had also radiated 
before him. 

Alex swallowed, heart racing, realizing there was no point in lying. If 
WiFu wanted him dead, he never would have intervened at the courthouse. 
Even now, a single shove off the cliff by the sea, just a few feet away, 
would instantly solve all his problems. 

"Yes," he whispered, looking back at the faintly glowing city just behind 
him, bronze domed palaces and soaring pagodas as tall as any redwood a 
magnificent sight to behold, the strange otherworldly glow not dimming the 
brilliantly glittering stars high above, as if it was something other than light 
that shined so warmly to his eyes. 

He then turned back to the sea. 

Insight gained! Who says the ship you fled isn't the only one that shines 
darkly? And Mr. Fox, crafty player that he is, definitely needs something to 
get back in the City Lord's good graces. 

Alex felt a strange chill racing down his spine. That didn't sound like 
Ali's voice echoing inside his head. Not at all. 

"There is a thing called karma that affects all of us, for better or worse,” 
WiFu said. "For most who can sense karma, it is seen only as a compass 
pointing to where they will go in their next lives: reborn as celestials or 
men, beasts or hungry ghosts, or worst of all, demons. And since it is a 
compass that no one not a cultivator can hope to sense, very few trouble 
themselves over the tribulations of the next life when this one holds so 
many immediate trials to bear." 

Alex nodded. "Live a good life and be rewarded with Heaven or an even 
better life, next time around. Hopefully. It's a nice theory." 

WiFu smirked. "Isn't it? What many don't realize, not even those foolish 
cultivators who actually think they can transcend Fate's mark in a single 
lifetime, is that karma can affect us even in this life, if our actions are 
significant enough, though social reinforcement for most is a far stronger 
motivator. A kindly neighbor generates a tiny bit of positive karma every 
time he helps his fellows, but for him, the more immediate reward is the 
satisfaction he gets from the gratitude and trust he inspires in those around 
him. But if one's deeds are significant enough, should one play, for 
example, a key role in saving a city from disaster, then karma might take a 
more visceral role." 


Alex blinked. "Like almost getting killed by a pair of psychopaths who 
wanted to take credit for stopping those raiders?" 

The inspector known as Silver Fox grinned. "Perhaps, or perhaps like 
the captivating scent I caught a whiff of when I just by chance happened to 
cross paths with Officer Wan while giving Zheng Yi's men the slip as I 
always do." He coughed awkwardly. "My men, actually, which makes them 
chasing me down now rather awkward, but what can you do?" 

"Not seduce your employer's granddaughter?" Alex quipped. 

Ice-cold eyes that could kill him in a heartbeat crinkled with warm 
laughter. "True. But where would the fun be in that?" 

And before Alex could say a word in rebuttal, the man was intently 
pointing at the sea shrouded in mist. "Tell me, lad, what do you see?" 

He was about to say nothing but fog when a strange chill raced up and 
down his spine. 

He and Mr. Fox were not as safe as Alex had thought. 

Intent eyes were peering at them even now. 

Ali Interface detecting crystalline emanations. 

But Alex already knew. It was as if, after having absorbed so many of 
their souls, with the potential of so many classes now open to him even if 
he refused to fall into the trap of what had, after all, been a class with a 
terrible weakness, at least against someone like him, he could now sense the 
weight of their crystalline regard. 

Besides, now that he was focusing so hard on it, he could sense the tiny 
strings of black karma connecting him to them. Men who had every reason 
to hate him. His actions had devastating consequences on their operation, 
just as his interference had proven such a boon for the city behind him. 

"Silver Fox." 

"Say nothing. I already know. Just concentrate on the fog. What do you 
see?" 

He focused on those black strings, sensing not just death rapidly 
approaching, but sensing larger, yet more ephemeral strands connecting him 
to objects within those misty waters. 

Then his eyes widened as it all clicked into place. 

Dark blotches within the misty white fog. Several of them. 

No, more than several. 

Far more. 

His eyes widened in growing horror. 


"Silver Fox! There's at least a hundred ships out there!" 

But when he spun around, he got no response. 

Inspector WiFu was gone. 

There was nothing but mist and fog, as far as the eye could see. 

And then he heard voices that filled him with dread, hulking figures 
appearing out of the darkness. 

Possessing wild beards and pale eyes that blazed with a hot fury, the 
hulking men were dressed in vests of toughened rawhide over sailors’ 
jerkins, each of them wielding cutlasses. Behind the pair was a third man 
dressed in leather boots and a hooded robe. For some reason, his pale green 
eyes were filled with fear. "There he is. Just as Master Sils foretold. Avenge 
our brothers’ deaths!" 

And Alex took advantage of the small flask he had hidden about his 
person that thankfully the corrupt patrolman hadn't understood the 
significance of. But back then, with his wrists painfully bound, it had done 
him no good. 

His wrists were free now, however. 

Technique check successful! 

It seemed a 9 Quickness had been successfully compensated by his 
deliberate practice in the ship. He took a quick gulp of the flask's contents, 
but forbore to swallow, for all that the tingling in his mouth would have 
driven him mad if he weren't terrified for his life now as he had been then. 

One heartbeat had passed, and the men had already closed the distance. 

A quick shuffle to his knees and Alex had picked up several stones with 
desperately questing fingers. 

"Kill him!" Roared the mage as the pair quickly closed. 

But not before Alex had thrown his rock, the farmost swordsman 
lurching back as he grunted with the blow. 

Even if his Finesse score was only 9, Alex had played a lot of baseball 
once upon a time, and for a human teenager back on Earth, he was 
considered pretty athletic. 

Or had been, before cancer had ravaged his body. 

In any event, his throw had brought him a few seconds. 

Just long enough for the closest swordsman to snarl and thrust with his 
blade, looking to end the struggle with a vicious disembowelment. 

Before abruptly stumbling to the ground, shrieking and clawing his own 
face off as Alex spat his mouthful before desperately dodging and rolling 


aside, heart racing as he came all too close to rolling right off the ledge to 
the rocky shoals below. 

The stream of caustic poisons had scored a telling glow, the dying sailor 
screaming as his face and eyes hissed and bubbled before his back abruptly 
arched back, feet drumming upon the ground as he frothed at the mouth, 
face now a bubbling mass of putrefying flesh. 

Intimidation check made! 

"Your turn, and then I take the wizard's soul!" Alex roared, the second 
sailor and the wizard lurching back in the seconds they could have kicked 
Alex right off the ledge he had almost slid from as he took a second swig of 
the toxic brew and smiled. He boldly stomped toward the fallen man and 
grabbed his cutlass before approaching the now hesitant pair, very 
deliberately keeping the second anxious sailor between himself and the 
mage. 

A single summer's worth of HEMA fencing made him a pathetic student 
compared to any true saberman, but he was worlds beyond anyone who had 
never picked up anything more swordlike than a baseball bat, which of 
course could be a fine weapon all on its own, though the techniques for 
blades versus clubs were vastly different. 

Keeping his blade in high guard with the blade pointed low, he slashed 
not for the sailor's body, but for his enemy's wrist, the man snarling and 
darting back, and Alex put pressure on the man whose off-hand was raised 
defensively, as if to catch any poison Alex my spray. 

Alex grinned, closing distance, feinting for the sword wrist then 
slashing for the vulnerable hand. 

The man hissed and pulled his hand back, at which point Alex sliced 
open his right wrist. 

It was a thin cut, but blood had been spilled, the man gazing at Alex in 
wide-eyed surprise, as if unable to believe the strange foreigner actually 
knew how to fence. 

At which point Alex spat half his mouthful of caustic poison, catching 
the rapidly ducking man only on his right cheek. 

But it was enough. 

And how the man screamed and clawed his ear, not spasming and dying 
yet, but in no position to fight as Alex tossed his second rock, left-handed, 
at the flinching mage. 


His rock didn't come close to hitting, being as he was a right-hander, but 
it didn't matter. The mage had been so badly cowed and horrified that he 
took any attack seriously, flinching for all that his forcefield was up. 

And for all that his enemy's hands blazed with fire, Alex didn't hesitate 
to slam into him, taking a gamble that the field might ward against attacks 
rupturing the field, but not against him shoving the field as a whole. 

You have strained your shoulder! You have suffered 10 damage and one 
Light Wound! You have saved versus stun! 

You have suffered burn damage! 15 Health and 1 additional Light 
Wound taken! 

The mage abruptly laughed as Alex stumbled to the ground, his 
shoulder wrenched. The sickening stench of his forearms being seared by 
the fiery grip of the mage made him dizzy with pain. 

It was all he could do not to cry out. 

To wait for that vital moment, his nemesis's gaze cocky and sure. 

Lurching back to his feet, pressing forward, spitting upon the fiery 
rightmost hand gripping his smoldering forearm. 

"Fool! You thought to best me so easily?" Sneered the mage. 

Then his eyes widened as he inhaled the billowing smoke from the 
flaming hand Alex had spat the remainder of his mouthful of highly 
flammable poison upon. Alex's gamble that he could shove the enemy mage 
back despite his forcefield had been utterly wrong. It really was a fantastic 
defense. But Alex already knew their forcefields were permeable to gases, 
and the fiery hands that took such delight in searing his flesh were the 
perfect catalyst to set his caustic brew ablaze. 

The mage began choking and gasping and sobbing, his protective ward 
flickering out, wide eyes filled with horror as he struggled just to breathe. 

Alex's hand stopped a heartbeat from touching the glimmering red 
Jewel, certain he already had a copy in storage, and he dared not absorb yet 
another soul directly. 

Both surviving men were shrieking or gurgling, and if other invaders 
were to use that fog to hone in on him... Alex realized he had no choice. 
His countenance was both hard and grim as he gazed down at the writhing 
mage, cutlass clenched tightly in his fist. 

Then he heard a faint clap as Inspector WiFu seemed to materialize out 
of the fog, his wide-brimmed hat tilted just enough for Alex to catch sight 
of bemused silver-green eyes and a roguish grin. An offhand stray thought 


wondered if he'd see fox ears hidden in the man's thick silken mane of hair 
if he dared to lift up the hat and look. 

No doubt a certain young lady recently fallen from grace had found 
them absolutely adorable. 

"Well done, little mouse. Utterly untrained, with a laughable lack of any 
sort of cultivation base or martial skill, yet clever enough to think on your 
feet and use all the tools at your disposal." He gave a considering nod, 
having stepped carefully back from the mage's extinguished hand, still 
exuding traces of poisonous fumes. "I no longer think it quite a stretch, your 
story of how one little mouse managed to sink an entire ship." 

Alex grimaced. "Mostly it's because of the poison I can spit." 

WiFu nodded. "Mostly. Remind me not to introduce you to any young 
ladies." 

"Ha, ha. Very funny." 

"Not for the ladies." 

Alex rolled his eyes. "I take it we're capturing the survivors?" In truth, 
he was relieved. Though he had been prepared to do it, he didn't really want 
to slice the throat of the panicked mage. 

His compatriot flashed a wicked smile. "You say that like there's more 
than one." 

Alex blinked, as the billowing fog chose that moment to part, and Alex 
hissed to catch sight of half a dozen bodies. Only the first man he had killed 
still had his head. 

Inspector WiFu flashed brilliant streaks of silver Alex only realized was 
a pristinely forged pair of Dao when they had already been sheathed, before 
pulling out a pair of metal cuffs much like the ones Officer Wan had used 
on him. Alex rubbed his own wrists in sympathy, and Inspector WiFu's icy 
voice was every bit as terrible as Judge Qin's had been when he coldly 
informed their wheezing, dying captive that if he wished any ending to his 
life other than a slow asphyxiation, he would cooperate. 

"You will give me your word, mage. You will swear to come peacefully 
with me and submit yourself to questioning. In return, I will heal your lungs 
sufficient to breathe, and if you are truly lucky, you might just survive to 
see another summer. By my Qi I bind you. May your meridians burst and 
your soul forever corrode if you dare betray this oath, once given. What say 
you?" 


The mage desperately nodded, and WiFu bent down to clasp the man's 
hands before suddenly freezing as a crimson crackling aura surrounded the 
mage and inspector both. 

"Fool! That you would dare to think we would be so craven as to 
surrender ourselves to our inferiors! Now your life force will feed my own 
before I make this abomination pay—" 

And whatever else he was going to say died off as Alex's palm smacked 
against the brilliantly glittering blood-red jewel embedded in the man's 
forehead, easily slipping through the shimmering matrix the mage had 
willed back into place. 

The mage gazed up at him in horror. "No! My crystal is warded! You 
shouldn't be able to— 

Hybrid Blood-Mage Relic has been exposed! Do you wish to claim 
Hybrid Blood Mage's potency? 

"Yes!" Alex said the word like a curse as the man bucked and screamed, 
shriveling like a desiccated corpse. Alex flinched as hot pain flooded 
through him once more even as the throbbing scorch marks upon his 
forearms eased to a week-old burn that, if he was lucky, wouldn't scar. 

Soul storage is reaching critical capacity. You presently have no class. 
Do you wish to take on the class of Hybrid Blood Mage? 

Alex groaned as he shook away the prompt, refusing to permanently 
damn himself with a limited class to alleviate what he hoped was only 
temporary pain. Especially when he sensed incredible potential gazing at 
him, just feet away as Alex groaned and shuddered on the ground, doing all 
he could just to keep his inner matrix from bursting under the pressure he 
now felt. 

Refusal acknowledged. 5 opposing elemental relics affiliated with 
Welton culture's arcane traditions have been discovered. New class has 
been synergized. Lesser Elementalist Bloodmage Hybrid Class is now 
available to you. 

Alex's eyes widened at this. It explained the oddly blood-red jewel he 
had first thought symbolized flame alone. And had this wizard's hands been 
filled with some blood draining technique and not flame, Alex's own 
desperate gambit might have ended with his own death a notch in someone 
else's belt. 

The inspector known as Silver Fox scowled at the corpse. 


"No Dantian, no meridian channels, no Qi at all. His life force and all 
his potency were entwined within that jewel, just like a beast core. How 
very strange." He chuckled softly. "No wonder he broke his word so easily. 
Only a beast-binding would have worked on him." 

He bent down, gazing calmly at Alex as he writhed and groaned, 
desperately struggling to contain the terrible power now churming within 
him. 

"I fear whatever ails you is beyond my ability to cure. And much as it 
humbles this one to admit, it is now I that owes you." 

Alex was thrown off by the strangely intent gaze the man gave him 
when the roaring seas of power flooding him had finally calmed sufficient 
for Alex to get up without feeling like he'd topple over as the pain finally 
subsided. 

"How do you feel?" 

Alex forced a wry grin. "Like I better choose a class damn soon, and not 
kill anyone in the meantime, lest I want to rupture like a melon tossed from 
a window." 

Silver Fox chuckled softly. "Save for the occasional power-hungry 
cultivator, most citizens do well by following a policy centered around 
causing as little death and mayhem as possible. It certainly makes living in 
a city of millions so much easier." 

Alex's eyes widened, gazing once more at the magnificent panorama 
behind him. "Millions? But, historically, it wasn't even until after antibiotics 
and sewage systems were firmly in place that city populations actually 
grew! Before then, they tended to shrink due to tainted water and overly 
cramped living conditions, coupled with poor diets. How can you possibly 
have millions in a society this primitive without everyone dying of 
disease?" 

The Inspector frowned. "We are hardly primitive, boy. Is this another 
flash of insight from your previous life?" 

Alex grimaced. "Perhaps." 

The man nodded. "Well, most of your words make sense, and you have 
no cause for worry on that account. Sewers, aqueducts, herbalists, and 
cultivators who have chosen the healing path can all be found within this 
city. Fear not, we are well aware of the risks of tainted water. This empire 
was founded on a peerless infantry and impeccable central planning. And as 
for proper nourishment, this city, like most, has plenty of hunters who do 


their best to thin out lesser game before they overrun the endless forests 
beyond our city walls." 

He flashed a grim smile. "Though we do lose a fair number to 
Remnants, Spirit Beasts, and magical creatures, there are always more 
young folk eager to risk their necks in a profession as ancient as man itself, 
where risk and reward go hand in hand." 

Alex blinked. "You don't just raise livestock?" 

Silver Fox grinned. "We do. Pigs, poultry, and cattle a plenty. But most 
men hunger for richer fare, filled with the spiritual energy of the wild world 
all around us. And with the ever abundance of wild herds that need culling, 
hunting serves both purposes at once." 

He then turned back to the sea. "And now, lad, if you have recovered, 
there is far deadlier prey that demands our attention this night." 

Alex swallowed and nodded, gazing out towards the mist-covered sea. 
He tried not to flinch as strong hands filled with the power of chaos and 
death squeezed his shoulders. 

"Now gaze out to sea, lad, and do your best to spot those ships." 

And for several anxious heartbeats, Alex saw nothing but mist-covered 
seas. 

Sensing his odd host's frown, feeling the grip tighten upon his 
shoulders. 

Words like cold steel seemed to pierce Alex's skull, sending chills down 
his spine. He was suddenly certain this Silver Fox character was far more 
than the charming, roguish inspector who might or might not have seduced 
the city lord's granddaughter. This was a man with a mission to save his 
city, who would do anything and everything in his power to make that 
happen. 

And it would be effortless for someone who had decapitated near a 
dozen invaders to add one more to that body count if he thought Alex was 
holding out on him. 

Which made Alex frown. How exactly had those sailors honed in on 
him through the fog in the first place? 

His eyes widened as he remembered their early conversation regarding 
karma, the golden glow that seemed to bathe the city, and the odd patch of 
darkness over the man who had died before him at the docs, a death that 
arguably had been his fault, at least indirectly, to say nothing of the black 


patch surrounding the flames radiating from the ship he had managed to 
destroy. A ship whose dire fate was directly Alex's fault. 

And perhaps that slight to his enemy's fleet had been all they had 
needed to somehow latch onto the man who did owe them a debt of sorts 
for the destruction he had wreaked among them. 

Perhaps threads of karma were more than just a metaphor here. 

Alex grimaced, struck by the mad impulse to gaze down at his shadow. 

He blinked. It was night. How could there possibly be any shadows? 

Then he saw it, the dark, undulating, shadowy threads emanating from 
his feet into the oddly luminescent nighttime mist covering the sea. And as 
he squinted, he could just make out the spindly threads that seemed to 
connect his soul to the endless scores of ships, all of them full of raiders 
eager to burn this city to the ground, and of course kill the boy who had 
turned their secret weapon against them. 

Alex glared at the shadowy ships, somehow sensing their hate for him, 
feeling a fierce, hot burning in his gut as he felt no less hatred for the 
butchers who had been prepared to poison a city of millions. 

His hands jutted unerringly forth, and somehow it wasn't strange at all 
that silvery strands suddenly flickered into being between his fingertips and 
a hundred enemy vessels. 

WiFu gave a soft chuckle. "Well done, lad. Well done. Now quit staring 
at those impressive silver strands emanating from your hand. My Qi arts 
can work through you, as we are now fate linked, you and I. For I have 
saved your skin, and you have saved mine from _ considerable 
embarrassment. Imagine, being held captive for even a second by a mortal 
mage possessing no Qi or spiritual energy at all!" 

Inspector WiFu gave a dramatic shudder before flashing a mischievous 
grin from beneath his wide-brimmed hat, quickly spinning around, pulling 
Alex back from the precipitous drop and the misty sea below to face a pair 
of furious-looking men fast approaching. 

Alex trembled, falling to his knees. 

From both rapidly approaching men, he sensed a crushing pressure that 
seemed to squeeze his very soul. 

And if he were of a less generous mindset, he would think the inspector 
had been less interested in preventing Alex from suffering an unfortunate 
fall off the ledge than he was using Alex as a shield against the hot gazes of 
the pair of titans rapidly approaching. 


Alex groaned, unable to bear meeting their gazes, a pair of titans 
striding across the land who could tear the heavens with swipes of their 
massive hands, fiery furnaces for eyes crackling with all the potency of the 
noonday sun. 

"Silver Fox! You owe me a debt, cur. Did you think you could hide from 
me forever?" 

Alex blinked, forcing his eyes upward once more as Inspector WiFu 
gave an apologetic chuckle, rubbing his eyes not to see a giant, but rather an 
irate-looking man wearing fine silken robes with a neatly trimmed snow- 
white mustache and beard and an odd, square crimson cap upon his bald 
pate. Upon his fingers were rings that sparkled and flashed, and Alex could 
all but feel the waves of crackling potency emanating from the jian at the 
man's hip. Thankfully, the weapon remained sheathed, for all that the elder 
man of obvious means continued to castigate the abashed inspector. 

"Grandfather Justice, please! I fear there has been a misunderstanding of 
sorts." 

"I misunderstand nothing, whelp! And you're no grandson of mine! To 
think, I took you in, gave you culture, civilization, a home, and you repay 
me by seducing my precious Qing Bai! Tempting her with all the 
bittersweet fruits of the mortal coil! Youth is all well and good, and a 
thousand generations to bear her features seems a fine prize, but did you 
warn her of the burdens faced by all those who embrace the seasons? Now 
her blood and yours will forever be a part of this land, and you must bear 
the responsibility, Silver Fox!" snapped the elder man as his second 
approached, the man now by his side a good six foot five slab of glowering 
muscle, kitted out in what Alex's imperfect memory thought of as ancient 
Samurai armor, though instead of a katana or naginata, he held a massive 
war hammer with a golden dragon rune upon each side of its obsidian head. 
Just gazing at it filled Alex with a dreadful sense of awe, having no doubt 
that it could shatter his bones like glass with the slightest effort. 

Then the man's eyes peered into Alex's own and it was all he could do 
not to collapse again, groaning as a pain that was not a pain nonetheless left 
him utterly spent, as if the man before him had just flipped his psyche open, 
reading his life story like a book. 

Alex cried out as the elder by the giant's side, lord of these lands, Lord 
Zheng Yi himself, seemed to be taking the measure of Alex's very soul, his 
distinguished yet somehow ageless features frowning slightly at whatever it 


was he saw, which made Alex want to sob with shame, though he couldn't 
say why. 

You have made psychic contact with a cultivator. Imprint user's matrix 
for further study? 

You have made spiritual contact with a cultivator. Imprint user's matrix 
for further study? 

He gave an internal yes to both statements, before collapsing to the 
ground, unable even to move. 

"That fool dared to imprint us?" said the giant of a man in outraged 
disbelief. 

"Silver Fox, what is the meaning of this?" roared Zheng Yi. 

Inspector WiFu chuckled apologetically. "I fear my little assistant bit off 
more than he could chew. Please forgive him, Grandfather, Uncle. He thinks 
he is playing a game. He believed it so well, Grandmother Yi Wang 
believed it too, and because of that, he was allowed to keep his memory 
while in the River of Souls." 

The old man snorted. "Grandmother forgets her place! What sort of 
madness is this?" 

"It's complicated," the inspector sighed. "In his former life, the laws of 
his realm allowed for intelligent automatons that mastered strange mirrors 
that could display whatever you wished upon them. Before long, they 
commanded these automatons to generate artificial worlds they could 
explore, pretending they were heroes in the stories they would tell 
themselves." 

"So, what does their deluded storytelling have to do with this boy being 
able to imprint Celestial Meridian patterns?" demanded the giant of a man. 

Silver Fox shrugged. "That is harder to say. This boy was dying of an 
incurable illness no cultivator would be plagued by, promised by charlatans 
the chance to live forever as a spirit playing his favorite games when they 
froze his body in ice. So, though his body died, his soul remained 
convinced that when he woke up, it would be within his game. 
Grandmother Yi Wang seems to have found this strange logic either 
captivating or amusing enough that she allowed him to continue in his 
delusion, and so this poor, strangely sentient spirit found itself in our 
realm." 

The lord snorted. "That still doesn't explain how he awoke as anything 
other than a babe from between his mother's legs." 


Silver Fox coughed awkwardly. 

"This was your doing!" the warrior snapped. 

"I did nothing but provide an opportunity! And he grasped hold of it 
perfectly!" 

"And you risked everything in a war between pantheons, fool!" roared 
the old man. 

Alex groaned as the skies cracked with the sound of thunder, a howling 
storm whipping ice-cold rain across his back. 

Inspector WiFu chuckled placatingly. "Not at all, Lord Justice. Not at 
all! I made absolutely no contact with the boy until after he managed to 
destroy that ship, completely on his own initiative, an innate sense of justice 
and basic survival instinct compelling him upon the path he took! And, if 
you'll recall, our enemies conceded one card with their follower's campaign. 
I but placed the card in the heart of our enemies’ ship!" 

"Without consulting any of us! Are you truly such a fool as to give no 
thought for the bigger picture?" roared the giant. 

"I, the fool, Long Wang? I, the one who begged you all to treat these 
invaders as the threat they were? The one whose exquisite nose detected 
endless flasks of death-fire and enough poison to send Grandfather's entire 
city into the grave? I, the only one who understood our enemy's strange 
generosity to be a token sacrifice so the cosmos itself wouldn't demand 
retribution when their forces butchered five million innocent souls? No, 
Long! The foolish move would have been to do nothing!" 

WiFu dared to glare at the older man. "You claim such concern for these 
people, Grandfather, but the pair of you have been content to do nothing 
more than stare at the horizon promising the deaths of our followers. At 
least I acted!" 

"At the cost of incurring a massive debt of karma our enemies can use 
against us!" Zheng Yi roared. 

"Not true!" WiFu corrected. "And the proof lies before you! Look at the 
karmic strands connecting this boy to the ships below. Karmic strands our 
city's earthly rulers can use to orient their catapults, trebuchets, and 
ballistae! Even now, my beloved Qing Bai, having descended to the earthly 
realm along with our daughter, is marshalling the lord's forces to fortify the 
city and bring those weapons of war where we stand! It is mortal forces 
alone that will sink the fleet of our enemies." 

He gazed down at an exhausted, speechless Alex. 


"Mortals like the boy before me, nearly dead thrice over at the hands of 
murderous invaders and corrupt bureaucrats both, who alone bears the 
karmic gratitude of five million souls, and the eternal enmity of our 
opponents. Were this not true, were we not free of all karmic blame, this 
child, who has failed to open even a single meridian gateway, would not be 
linked so strongly by fate and karma to his newfound allies and enemies as 
to pick out an entire fleet of foes, just hours away from their invasion!" 

The howling storm only grew in intensity as the powerful Zheng Yi 
glowered. Alex was near delirious with pain, craving a blackness that 
wouldn't come as his soul screamed and burned while forces both beautiful 
and terrible seared themselves upon his spirit, changing him forevermore. 

"So be it," Zheng Yi said at last. "But the boy's fate is your burden to 
bear, Fox, and the path he takes will be his alone to decide!" 

The inspector bowed so low that the wide brim of his hat brushed the 
lush field of rain-soaked grass. "It will be as you say, Grandfather." 

"And do not call me that again, Silver Fox! I do not forgive you for 
enticing my beloved Qing Bai to walk the land of seasons, forced to endure 
countless winters before she may ascend once more!" 

"Knowing that fox, he'll seduce her forevermore, fathering a thousand 
mortal daughters, so she never returns to me," growled Long Wang, 
somehow both man and, by an odd trick of perception, a titanic giant 
glaring down at WiFu from the stormy heavens above. 

WiFu didn't deny it. "Why not? She is my mistress by night as much as 
she is your wife by day, and she will love our thousand mortal daughters 
just as much as she does your one divine son." 

The strange inspector winked at the near delirious Alex as he suddenly 
dodged aside with blinding speed as a roaring Long Wang slammed the 
ground with his hammer. 

The rock face of the cliff exploded outward, showering the black ships 
Alex still felt a strange link to with tons of jagged rock as a laughing WiFu 
continued to roll and dodge at the edge of the cliff face while the roaring 
titan behind him used his massive hammer to smash to smithereens the land 
he had strode upon just moments before. 

Alex's eyes widened in awe and wonder as a furious looking Zheng Yi 
continued to glare daggers of retribution WiFu's way, the storm now 
crackling with lightning bolts that struck the sea first dozens then hundreds 
of times, and to Alex's amazement it seemed that Inspector Silver Fox was 


truly intent on taking his namesake, for the laughing rascal of a man had 
turned to a giant fox, tongue rolling out in a canine grin as he dodged and 
darted the titan's massive hammer, now as large as a tank, smashing the sea 
as a nimble fox darted from wave to wave. 

The titan's frustration only grew, his size now that of a small mountain, 
his hammer now the size of an aircraft carrier. He roared and slammed the 
seas with titanic force, sending massive tidal waves slamming against the 
steep shore cliffs as thousands of tons of sea spray and the shattered hulls of 
countless enemy ships became a churning froth of furious titan and 
laughing fox, all showcased in brilliant crackling detail by the storm of 
lightning setting the sea ablaze. 

Insight gained! The pantheons might have given oaths not to directly 
interfere with each other, but if a domestic dispute results in incidental 
casualties, their enemies only have themselves to blame for putting their 
pieces so close to their opponent's playing field! 

Alex rubbed his eyes as the churning seas struck by the wrath of gods 
became the sharp, disciplined cry of a beautiful woman kitted out in a 
pristine dingjia covered in pink silk, her ebony locks done up with a dozen 
jade pins, needing no reins to control her magnificent white horse with a 
silver horn that made Alex think ‘unicorn.’ 

His eyes widened only slightly at the fox ears he could see through her 
pinned-up hair, awed by the sense of power and potency he could feel 
radiating off her in waves as she snapped her hand down, roaring "Fire!" at 
which point three dozen catapults and trebuchets unleashed burning balls of 
naphtha, sulfur, and pitch upon the fleet of vessels below the shore cliff's 
edge. 

Alex smiled as he could sense black strand after black strand of karma 
between him and the ships burn away as each vessel was sunk, bitter lives 
washed clean of all hate in preparation for the next life. The faint tinge of 
dark spiritual karma remaining was now just a tiny speck compared to the 
brilliant golden glow he sensed from the city behind him, knowing it would 
be a wonder to catch sight of it, but too tired to move. 

The beautiful noblewoman continued to shout out commands until a 
dozen volleys had been launched and all but a limping handful of enemy 
vessels had sunk. Yet even the survivors were shown no mercy, as the city's 
own armada, very much intact with the collapse of the enemy's plans to 


destroy them, quickly finished off the stragglers, the invaders now unable to 
hide in the enchanted fog with their masts and hulls burning so brightly. 

Only then did she turn to gaze with curious silver eyes upon the 
shivering boy at her unicorn's feet. 

She furrowed her perfect brows. "Captain, who is this child? And how 
did he get here?" 

A hard-eyed granite featured man decked in the metallic scales of some 
exotic beast gazed down at Alex with coldly detached eyes. "I know not, 
my lady. But he is clearly a foreigner, like our enemies. Shall I send him to 
his maker?" 

Alex closed his eyes, too exhausted even to be afraid. 

He could sense her thoughtful head shake, her pert little nose scenting 
the air. "You will do no such thing, Captain. I suspect he is a pawn of my 
father's. The rain just masked his smell." 

Alex smiled at that, too exhausted to even be curious at how a raging 
fight between gods and an unexpected divine pregnancy had turned into a 
fully-grown fox-woman leading an army against the same armada of enemy 
vessels... assuming it was the same. Assuming Alex hadn't spent 17 years 
here, or stepped out of time, or if this really was all just a dream. 

A strangely alarmed voice could be heard in the distance as soothing 
blackness washed over Alex at last. "My lady, what's happening to him?" 

Soft fingertips caressed Alex's cheek. 

You have made physical contact with a Cultivator. Imprint user's matrix 
for further study? 

Yes, Alex thought with a smile, barely hearing the gasp from far off. 

"Definitely my father's pawn. Do nothing, men. Even now, the earth 
covers him in roses and lilies. That old fox is done with his piece and is 
now putting it neatly away. I just wish I could say the same about all his 
escapades." 


lex felt a deep weariness overtake him, and for all that he was 

lying on the rain-soaked ground, his body slowly overgrown with 

roses and lilies, he felt no pain, no discomfort, just the sweet 
sensation of drifting off, as if he was on the plushest of beds enjoying a 
well-earned rest. 

Even when the starry night sky transformed to a golden dawn, he was 
quite content to lay comfortably nested in his bed of roses and lilies as day 
bled to night bled to day once more, endless afternoons and seasons passing 
in a few deep breaths as time carried him away in a gentle stream, rich 
fecund earth embracing his weary bones as his soul strove to comprehend 
the marvelous constellations emblazoned upon his soul with the clasp and 
touch of gods and men. 

The cruel Officer Wan had the least significant configuration, three 
oddly placed meridian gates, the rest too misaligned to ever open, doomed 
never to ascend even to the noble ranks of Bronze, let alone esteemed Silver 
and pristine Gold, the latter as rare as diamonds in beds of coal. 

The three immortal configurations he had glimpsed, their meridian gates 
touching the divine, transcended even Gold ranks in their perfection. And it 
was his desperate bid to grasp their infinite nuance and pristine perfection 
that demanded his soul embrace a journey of centuries, meditating upon 
concepts so profound each breath of his soul lasted an entire cycle of 
seasons. It took one hundred cultivating breaths before his mind unraveled 
the mysteries of the Fox, sensing the perfect configuration of seven 
meridian channels that resonated with transcendent truths, for all that his 


affinities were limited; Fate and Karma, Shadow, and, unlike all the other 
mortals and deities he had encountered, a balance between Yin and Yang, 
darkness and light. He did not reject the so-called taint and blockage, the 
impurities that represented chaos, entropy, and change. He embraced them 
with rigorous discipline and focus so at odds with the chaos it represented, 
somehow separating those strands of darkness and light, mirror image 
meridian configurations of both, flowing very much like a classic Yin/Yang 
symbol within that mischievous deity's very soul. 

An additional hundred breaths Alex took, absorbing and interpreting the 
profound insights he had gleaned under the Dragon King's regard. And the 
land above him was now considered the sacred ground of legends and 
prized by cultivators for its connections to Heaven and Earth, each breath 
seeming to revitalize one's spiritual energy allowing for effortless 
channeling into the purest Qi. Master cultivators eventually established a 
renowned academy that only the most gifted and diligent of cultivators were 
even allowed admittance to, all Disciples having achieved the third rank of 
Bronze at the very least, the school free of any teacher who had not 
transcended to the ranks of Silver, forging powerful links between meridian 
channels and their Lower Dantian or, as it was commonly referred to, their 
Inner Core. 

Even as young man dueled for the right to meditate for a full season 
undisturbed in the tiny woodland clearing near the cliff's edge that had 
become his grave, Alex thought he finally understood the rigid control and 
overwhelming power behind Long Wang's fearsome potency. For all that he 
was, at his most chaotic and mighty, a dragon that could devour the world 
entire, he had proven stronger than the wild passions with which he had 
forged this world in the first place. Instead of risking catastrophic 
destruction, he chose instead to lower himself and confine his terrible 
power to his mighty body alone. Being the all-father and creator of all 
things, he had a strong affinity for all the major elements and the 
connections between them, but his fearsome powers were confined to his 
body and what he could touch, or to the masterwork weapons and 
implements he chose to create. 

Alex understood that Long Wang's fearsome powers could forge great 
works, compelling the inner truths hidden within wood, metal, and stone, 
his healing magics and affinity with wood giving him the potential to bring 


even the most decrepit soul back to a state of wholeness, so long as consent 
was given. 

But he could never consume his enemies in a storm of fire, lest the 
world itself be consumed. He could never strike his foes with lightning, lest 
the very atmosphere be seared and charred to oblivion. He was, in other 
words, the ultimate body cultivator, as were those very few souls who 
followed the Path of the Eight Elements, and the strictures within. 

And so rare were those few of his bloodline, he, the least likely of all 
gods to fall for the wiles of women, meant that perhaps no more than a 
mere handful of cultivators within the billions upon billions of citizens that 
made up this vast, seemingly endless world of seas, kingdoms, and 
continents even had his gifts. No doubt few masters, if any, believed that 
balancing all the opposing elements was even possible. 

Yet save for cloaking shadows and the chaotic darkness that stunk of 
change and was the antithesis of ivory white order, Long Wang's path 
embraced them all. 

Lord Zheng Yi's meridian constellation was the most exotic of all, 
possessing twelve, not seven meridian gateways, and aligned to Water, 
Earth, and Air, as well as the adjoining elements of Wood, tied as it was 
with healing, and Lightning, so vital for dispelling and destroying Hungry 
Ghosts, Devils and other abominations. To say nothing of a natural affinity 
for the sea. 

Yet a hundred contemplative breaths made it clear that Lord Justice's 
path, the patron god of this city, would never be Alex's own. 

Though he could take the first glorious steps upon that path, Silver 
would be a milestone, and should he reach Gold, it will only be by a 
miracle, with only one in perhaps a hundred million or a billion mortal 
souls ever achieving even the very first ranks of that pristine state of being. 

It was the Fox and Dragon that spoke to him. 

And he knew even then that he could step upon either path and embrace 
perfection, taking his first steps upon a glorious journey without end. 

But somehow, he sensed there was more. 

That these diametrically opposed paradigms of chaos and _ order, 
configurations of Yin and Yang, could be balanced. 

Somehow. 

Even as years turned to decades and decades became centuries, Alex's 
soul pondered the mystery of it, till he sensed at last that he was in danger 


of becoming one with the Earth and Heaven forevermore, his essence 
embraced by a thousand cultivators; their strengths, flaws, and inner 
mysteries touching his soul as well. 

And just before his spirit accepted at last the siren call of the River of 
Souls as the faint yearning for life sparked within him once more, he 
gleaned a brilliant flash of enlightenment that inspired him so profoundly he 
took his first steps back to the beautiful world he had walked upon for a 
single night, before sleeping beneath her soil for a thousand years. 

A bear of a man was dueling a young upstart Bronze who dared 
challenge the larger man's claim to this favorite cultivation spot, lashing out 
with quarterstaff and powerful kicks, the ground exploding when the staff 
head came down. For all that the masters insisted their duels be to 
submission only, unjustified deaths leading to significant repercussions, the 
powerfully built disciple wanted to teach this laughing upstart a lesson. 

After clipping the smaller boy with a grazing blow to the temple that 
nonetheless had abruptly broken the younger lad’s perfect stream of adroit 
dodges, Alex's spirit sensed the child's imminent demise as the snarling 
cultivator before him roared and lashed out with a powerful strike, 
summoning his Qi in a powerful blow that would kill even a heavily 
armored man if he lacked a skilled cultivator's resiliency. 

And his wouldn't be the first death Alex had sadly accepted upon his 
soil. 

Yet this youth surprised him, somehow flowing into the tiny pauses 
between intent and action, seeming to flow around the terrible blow that 
smashed the ground so hard even Alex's tired bones rang with the impact. 

Somehow, the child had used Dark Qi, what almost all cultivators did 
their absolute best to expunge as impure clots within their meridians, but 
was really just the disorganized Qi of chaos and change. And for the very, 
very few who could use it, incorporate it, who did not fear the price that all 
but those with perfect discipline and meridian configurations would pay, it 
could be a fantastic tool. 

As the powerfully built cultivator found to his horror when his opponent 
flowed past his blow with supernatural grace before lashing out with a 
knife-hand strike that tore right through his opponent's throat, forever 
wiping away the sneering disdain the Silver-ranked cultivator had worn, 
eyes widening with terror. 


Plaintive mewling could be heard as his heels kicked the ground, hands 
frantically grasping at a throat spewing blood. 

And Alex paid no further attention to the victor's ice-cold gaze, the 
disdain with which he viewed his enemy, refusing even to call for a healer, 
caring nothing for whatever price he would pay, savoring his opponent's 
death. 

For in those terrible, wondrous moments when the veil between life and 
death was thinnest, when all things were possible, Alex had his final 
epiphany as a spirit. He sensed at last how to combine the configurations of 
Fox and Dragon as one. 

Two seven-pointed stars that never meshed no matter how hard he tried, 
until he visualized the pair upon a giant shimmering pearl, one star pointing 
up, the other down, and the six points of each star fit perfectly when the 
black star pointed south and the white star north. And though those two 
points were diametrically opposed, as he continually squeezed together his 
visualized pearl, intensifying the qi sea trapped inside, there came a point of 
perfect balance, where the Heaven and Earth points met, wrapping around 
the other side. 

And in that pristine moment of perfect understanding, Alex got the 
notification he had been waiting for countless seasons that, for him, had 
passed in less than a thousand breaths. 

Cultivator Class System now fully incorporated. First Principles 
Understood. 

A cultivation path may be chosen at this time. 

Do you wish to embrace the broken path of Officer Wan? Warning, 
unable to proceed beyond 3rd ranked Aspirant with no access to Elemental 
powers. 

You have chosen no. 

Do you wish to embrace the golden path of the Huli Jing? Fate, 
Shadow, and Wood will be your Elemental affinities. 

You have chosen no. 

Do you wish to embrace the Divine Paths of the Fox, The Dragon, or 
The Sage? Warning: Imperfect compatibility with Divine Sage Path. 

You have chosen no standard templates. 

You have chosen to fuse Fox and Dragon paradigms. Time to successful 
Fusion: 600 Breaths. 


100% Compatibility achieved. The Paths of Fox and Dragon has been 
successfully converged. 

Do you wish to embrace the Divine Path of Duality? Warning: 
Limitations of both divinities will be in effect. 

You have chosen Yes! 

Congratulations, you are now a Disciple of the Dual Path. 

The Major Elements of Earth, Fire, Air, and Water are open to you. The 
Conjoining Elements of Metal, Spirit, Lightning (devil & spirit dispelling), 
and Wood (nature & healing) are open to you. Note: Long Wang's 
limitations are in effect. All elemental potencies must be either channeled 
through the body or tools and weapons wielded by the body (The Path of 
Physical Cultivation) or must be acts of creation performed upon willing 
subjects (Alchemy, Metallurgy, Healing.) 

Alchemy is open to you without restriction. Healing may only be 
performed upon willing subjects. Arcane artifacts may only affect the 
wielder or have an area of effect no greater than the tool forged. (Rings of 
healing, magic swords, suits of armor, etc.) You may scribe no Talismans 
save upon yourself or willing recipients (Tattoos). You may forge no 
artifacts of mass destruction. 

Congratulations! You have the ability to break down meridian 
impurities with Master ranked efficiency, separating strands into Dark and 
Light Qi. Dark Qi may be expelled, forged into Dark Qi Meridian 
Channels, or stored in Divine Caliber Artifacts. The strengths of Dark Qi 
include flexibility, movement, mastery of chaos and destruction. 

Elemental limitations do not apply to Dark Qi. 

Disadvantages of the Dual Path. 

Followers of this path cannot break their word once given. 

Tool of Fate: Periods of calm are the exception, not the rule. You are a 
focal point and natural buffer for Chaos and Order. Your stubborn 
insistence on synergizing two divine paths smacks of arrogance 
transcending the gods. 

Silver Fox would be proud. His curse of always living in exciting times 
is now your own as well. 


Alex Hammer 


Class — Cultivator: Disciple of the Dual Path (Unlimited potential. This 
is a Divine Path.) 
Rank 0 Basic Cultivation Achieved 


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Strength 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Vitality 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Finesse 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 
Quickness 9 (Exceeds 37% of Population) 


SPIRITUAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Scholarship 11 (Exceeds 62% of Population) 
Perception 13 (Exceeds 83% of Population) 
Willpower 14 (Exceeds 90% of Population.) 
Qi pool 0 (All Meridian Channels are blocked.) 


HEALTH Points: 100 


PERKS 
Insightful — Rank 2 
Charismatic — Rank 1 


SKILL OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Terran Grappling — Rank 2 
Terran Fencing — Rank 1 
Terran Capitalism — Rank 3 
Mathematics — Rank 2 


INTERFACE ENHANCED SKILLS 

Biochemical Mastery — Rank 3 

Poisons Mastered: — Deathwort, Crimson Parsnip, Eldritch Hogweed, 
Foolsbane, Jazmin Berries, Magebane, Toxic Tapinella and Deathberries. 
(You have full immunity to all poisons mastered. You may now synthesize 
balms to any poison mastered.) 

Botanical Formulae mastered: —- NONE 

Arcane Formulae mastered: - NONE 

Bio-Contaminants mastered: - NONE 

Full Regenerative Capacity — Heal rate based on Vitality. Injuries will 
be free of scarring. Missing limbs will require 1 month per pound of bio 
material lost to regenerate fully. 


CULTIVATION ‘TALENTS 
Rank 0 Basic Cultivator. (No Meridian Gateways opened at this time.) 
Body Cultivation Techniques Learned: —- NONE 
Qi Purification Techniques Learned: — NONE 
Qi Cycling Techniques learned: - NONE 
Qi Disciplines learned: - NONE 


s brilliant dreams of divine Cultivation techniques were replaced 

by more concrete memories of his mad fight for survival, Alex 

found himself walking in mist-filled corridors that seemed 
without end. Far from finding the endless gloomy corridors filled with 
sarcophagi at all distressing, he found them somehow soothing, knowing 
that he would reach his destination in time. 

He smiled as he reflected upon his odd state of consciousness, 
somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, understanding somehow that 
endless years had passed within the story he found himself in, yet at the 
same time the experience seemed to have lasted no longer than the night he 
had first met Inspector WiFu, who was smiling at him at that very moment, 
wearing the same wide-brimmed black hat and uniform Alex had first met 
him in, just a couple of nights or perhaps a thousand years ago. 

Alex blinked as the light grew in intensity, his bemused self-reflection 
making it clear that his long night of sleep was finally coming to an end. 

"It took you long enough," quipped the smiling inspector, gazing at him 
so intently, brilliant eyes of silver and jade so like his daughter's, giving a 
bemused nod of approval. "But considering your attempts to fuse not one 
but two Divine Cultivation Paths, it's hardly surprising." He chuckled softly. 
"I swear, Grandfather looked ready to burst a vessel when I told him why 
you were so stubbornly clinging to this realm between life and death, 
providing such rich sustenance for the cultivators even now fighting over 
your gravesite. And after a thousand years, I fear the infusion will last 
pretty much forever." He gave a dramatic sigh. "Oh well. At least the duels 


make for entertaining fireworks displays, or as close to fireworks as this 
realm gets with the change of every season." 

Alex blinked. "Lord Zheng Yi is angry with me?" 

"Oh, you can talk! I was afraid you were going to take that Hungry 
Ghost thing way too seriously. But I'm happy to see that your cognitive 
faculties are actually intact, your body solidifying as we speak. Wonderful! 
And dear Grandfather's outrage at your gall was to be expected from 
someone renowned for his sense of order, rank, and propriety. The gears 
needed for a city to run smoothly." 

Alex winced. "He's mad about my trying to combine two divine paths, 
isn't he?" 

Silver Fox smirked. "What do you expect? Frankly, I think he's a little 
bit hurt you didn't choose his path. I mean, honestly, what Earth-bound 
gamer wouldn't be tempted to play the closest thing to a mage our paradigm 
allows? Throwing lightning bolts and tornadoes vicious enough to blow 
away entire armies daring to rise against you." 

Alex swallowed. "Entire armies?" 

WiFu's grin was positively wicked. "How do you think Grandfather 
managed to claim this city from the wilds in the first place?" 

Alex chuckled softly. "Honestly, when I was trying to figure it all out, as 
much as I recall the odd focus I had, there was very little thought of 
external ramifications. I was just trying to feel out the class and build that 
fit me best." 

WiFu nodded. "Exactly what I told him. At least Long Wang forbore 
from doing more than grumbling at your tomb. Between you and me, I 
think he's flattered that you wanted to embrace his path so badly you spent a 
thousand years trying to synergize it with my own. The lord of cities, 
however, is still less than pleased with us both." 

"Well if he's the god of cities, then he should be overjoyed, no? As 
innovation, creativity, and entrepreneurial spirit are every bit as important 
as order and justice in securing a city's fortunes, am I right?" 

Silver Fox's eyes positively twinkled. "Exactly what I told the old 
curmudgeon. And he can't deny that the heavenly sect founded upon the 
very spot where we had our, ahem, misunderstanding hasn't paid back the 
city in dividends many times over, Zheng Yi's name honored to this day 
amongst all of our city's many cultivators as well as by the city lord 
himself." 


Alex chuckled softly. "Well, that's a happy ending. I wanted to ask, 
though, what exactly happened that night? I mean first I saw you turing to 
a fox... I think..." He paled under WiFu's suddenly intense gaze. "And 
then, well, it seemed like that furious battle between you and Long Wang 
that managed to churn the entire sea somehow tumed into your daughter 
sinking those ships using specially designed siege equipment?" 

An awkward silence grew as WiFu said absolutely nothing, just 
measured him with a quiet smile, breathing slowly as he did so. 

Slow and deep, almost as if he were meditating. 

Or, perhaps, cultivating. 

Filled with a sudden sense of excitement, Alex sat on his butt, noting 
the suddenly cold floor yet not letting it distract him from assuming the 
lotus position and doing his best to emulate the wily fox's technique. 

The divine inspector gave Alex a bemused nod, slowly slipping off a 
thin copper ring from his leftmost finger. It was a tiny thing, looking like 
worthless wire someone had twisted into a knot out of boredom and lacking 
any real value, that he placed in his left palm. 

He then revealed the treasure in his right palm. Alex gasped at the 
pristinely beautiful ring of gold encrusted with jewels that seemed to flash 
and sparkle like a dozen glittering stars. 

"My gift to you, lad, by way of saying thank you." 

Alex blinked. "A pair of rings?" 

The fox slowly nodded. "The beauty in my right hand is the one Zheng 
Yi hopes you will accept. It is the priceless heirloom of the ruling clan of 
this city. It is a storage ring, filled with magical treasures, beast cores, 
medicinal pills, and sacred texts. It will one day be the heirloom of a lucky 
boy blessed by the gods themselves for his diligence, perseverance, and, 
when it was most important, his humility." 

Alex blinked, a cold chill flowing up and down his spine as he met 
Silver Fox's gaze. 

"So, what you're saying is, if I put that on, I will be reborn in truth." 

WiFu nodded. "You will close your eyes in the gentlest of slumbers and 
awaken anew in your mother's arms. The blessed firstborn of the man who 
will come into rule exactly 77 years from now, should no untoward ripples 
form within destiny's cloth. His life will be a joyous one, and he will be one 
of the few cultivators within this city to ever ascend to the Gold, with 
affinities quite similar to Zheng Yi's own." 


Alex swallowed. "But, if I choose it, this will be no more real than a 
dream to me. And the divine insights I gained..." 

"Will serve as the key that unlocks the door to seven lifetimes’ worth of 
luck, and your first life that of a prince who will achieve Gold Dragon 
cultivation. Not something to sneeze at, Alex. Not at all." 

Alex swallowed, feeling a sudden fierce temptation to take that 
beautiful shimmering ring, to forget all the horror and pain he had suffered 
as a young man feeling his life trickle away to cancer after surviving a car 
accident that took his father and sisters away from him. To know that he 
could have seven joyous lifetimes worth of fortune, gain prestige and power 
as he walked upon a promised golden path, where he was almost certain no 
one he loved would die in his arms until their lives, rich and full, at last 
came to Winter's end. 

His once more living heart hammering, he squeezed his hand into a fist 
before it could touch that tempting, teasing ring. 

"Tell me about the copper knot in your other hand, Silver Fox." 

The ancient inspector flashed an approving wink, chuckling softly. 
"This old thing? As opposed to a storeroom of wealth, it holds but a few 
dusty tomes within its endless chambers, though you can imagine whatever 
bookcase, cabinet, or other structure you wish within a storage space 
comprised of infinite space and dream. But no matter how fancy your 
delusions, you can only take out whatever you put in. Technically, it can 
hold anything you want, and anything that wants to possess it. If you're 
smart, you'll figure out the trick of it, soon enough." 

His gaze hardened. "But remember, lad, it holds no chests filled with 
gold, jewels, or medicinal herbs. You will have to make your own fortune, 
your own luck. And the path this ring represents is a perilous one indeed." 

Alex swallowed. "But all my insights, all my memories..." 

"You will keep. Your status as a mortal cultivator who dares to walk 
upon the Divine Dual Path you alone have discovered will begin in earnest. 
May the gods have mercy upon your presumptuous soul." 

Alex’s heart roared in his ears as he made his choice, the divine 
trickster's eyes glimmering in approval. "Well done, lad. Now make haste, 
for it's considered blasphemous for a foreigner to be found within the sacred 
burial site of a servant of the gods, for all that the laws are far more lax 
today than they once were." 


Alex shivered at that, chuckling softly. "So, I guess I'm on the run once 
more." 

His patron winked. "I fear you are doomed to live in times as interesting 
as my own. May you learn to savor the adventure of it just as much as I. But 
always be ready to dodge life's hammers. Fate's folly will crush you if 
you're not careful, though you'll find the fox's fortune softening at least a 
few of those blows." 

His gaze hardened. "But amused divinities will eye you ever more 
carefully as you ascend the ranks, and your trials will grow accordingly. So 
have a care who you choose as allies, lest your enemies be more fearsome 
than what even a trickster's luck can counter. Now study what I dared to 
leave you within that ring, and make sure you have a strong foundation 
before you ascend too many steps, boy." He then winked. "The techniques 
within are powerful, but a crucial step you will have to figure out for 
yourself, and even my own gifts can only do so much. You walk a divine 
path, after all, and you'll find opening your meridian channels far, far more 
difficult than those who dare lesser paths." 

Alex swallowed. "So, I'll need to spend years cultivating just to get 
started?" 

WiFu laughed. "Years? If you're lucky it will be years, perhaps decades 
before you're even ready to ascend to Bronze and forge sacred channels 
between your meridians in preparation for merging with your core. And by 
then I sincerely hope you will have found the affinity cycling technique you 
will need in order to take on such a herculean task, or I fear you shall find 
your growth vastly stunted. If that is to be your folly, then I pity you. You 
would have been far better off taking the golden ring instead!" 

He then winked. "But you have a knack few others can match. Your 
soul having harvested so many opponents while playing endless virtual 
games, that it has become a part of your nature in truth." 

Alex swallowed, instantly understanding what he meant. Recalling how 
he had claimed the spiritual potential of all those pirates he had killed, just 
like he would in his favorite online games. 

He had been filled almost to the bursting point, having chosen no class 
till now. A burden he now found curiously absent. Either the souls were 
gone, or his capacity to store them had somehow increased. 

Alex squinted his eyes as the light seemed to flash off the laughing fox’s 
teeth, and then utter silence as he opened his eyes wide, finding himself 


naked and shivering at the entrance of a tomb dug into a steep cliff face 
adjoining the city, though it was surrounded by a lush little garden 
comprised of medicinal plants and wizened trees. He squinted, catching 
sight of the closed gate just beyond, no doubt leading to the city proper, his 
desperate eyes noting how several of the old trees grew right up to the lip of 
the walls surrounding it. 

“Hey, you there! You’re not authorized to be here. Surrender 
immediately!” 

Alex's eyes widened as he caught sight of a glowering man of middle 
years wearing a rawhide vest over silken doublet and pants, with a saber 
and truncheon at his hip. He drew the club as opposed to the blade, but still 
Alex's heart lurched in terror as he got up to dash for the wall before 
slipping on his ass while the guard rapidly closed the distance, only then 
noticing the pair of soft leather boots, linen jacket and silken doublet and 
hose that had been left for him. 

“Store!” he cried out, putting his ring against the clothes and not even 
looking as he dashed, buck naked, for the far trees, darting around the 
guardsman who stopped, staring in slack-jawed disbelief at Alex’s naked 
State, probably the only thing that saved him from a sound thrashing. 

“Ouch!” Alex hissed, wincing as bare feet and palms scraped against 
bark as he scurried up the highest tree, out of sight of the guard, and only 
then did he appreciate his situation. 

Utterly naked and without resources in the middle of a strange city he 
still didn’t understand, with a guard roaring about taking his head, and he 
with absolutely no idea how to access the clothes he could only hope 
weren’t lying back in that tomb. 

He closed his eyes and chuckled wearily. 

It seemed like the curse of the Fox was in full effect already. 

Interesting times indeed. 


lex wasted no time, placing his right hand upon the ring on his 
left pinky. “Come out, shirt!” 


His stomach fell when nothing came out, the guard below 
working himself into a tizzy, demanding he surrender at which point he’d 
cut off Alex’s balls and make him a eunuch as punishment for desecrating 
this sacred site. 

Alex’s heart started to race. He halfway thought the man was serious. At 
least the language hadn’t changed that much, which was odd, considering 
the evolution of a thousand years. 

Or maybe the fox had given him a gift as important as any other. Either 
way, he did his best to drown out the gesticulating man below, recalling 
Silver Fox’s words. 

Anything could be put in, if it wanted to badly enough. 

Could he put himself inside the ring? 

Alex swallowed, knowing it was madness, and no longer caring. 

He closed his eyes and visualized himself falling into his own ring. 

Congratulations! You have successfully figured out the second riddle of 
The Hidden Ring. 

Alex frowned at this notification before he gave a breathless holler, 
feeling himself spin as if caught by a whirlpool into an endless vortex, 
screaming when his guts plummeted in free fall, before blinking his eyes 
open to find himself upon what looked like a dusty study, complete with 
crackling fireplace, old stuffed leather chair, and burnished red oak 
bookcases. 


Alex furrowed his brow, seeing no exotic Eastern influences at all. In 
fact, it looked just like his father’s study. 

Beside the chair were the clothes he had somehow ported in, and he 
dressed himself within seconds, smiling into the full-sized mirror he 
suddenly noticed on the wall, the dark hardwood frame very much like the 
dressing mirror he once used back home. 

Having somehow transported to a world as fantastic and marvelous as it 
was strange, he had no doubt that a life of adventure and excitement lay 
before him. But he already sensed that life was far more precarious, and 
strangers were far less tolerant, than any fantasy reference point his years of 
gaming had given him. If he wanted to survive long enough to appreciate 
and explore this world’s customs and traditions, he needed to master every 
tool at his disposal. 

With that resolution firmly in mind, he went over to the bookcase, 
giving it a thorough examination. 

He saw only two exquisitely bound tomes filled with text he squinted to 
understand before the calligraphy came into focus, eyes widening as he 
realized the significance of these tomes. He gave a soft chuckle. “That wily 
fox!” he whispered, quickly understanding that the tomes taught WiFu’s 
own cultivation techniques for Cycling and Refining his Qi. 

Alex understood at once that purifying and refining his Qi was the first 
crucial step along his path as a cultivator. And WiFu had given him a 
priceless treasure, describing a technique that went beyond simple Qi 
purification as most of those who had access only to positive Qi would 
perform it, essentially expelling Dark Qi as waste. His techniques seemed to 
indicate a way to separate both streams and have them circulate within 
separate but conjoined meridian pathways. His eyes widened as he sensed 
the complexity involved, but he knew that with the right cycling techniques, 
these lessons would be incredibly useful. 

But therein lay the first trap before him. The techniques were wonderful 
for separating his Qi and locking into their separate overlapping meridians. 
His brief perusal seemed to suggest that since they would be of different 
polarities, different energy states, he could bypass the normal restrictions. 
And really, what else would he expect from someone he could only assume 
played the role of a god of mischief or at least innovation and change? 
Finding ways to slip past the rules that otherwise bound everyone up in 
inflexible conformity and rigidity was probably second nature to his patron. 


It immediately made him think of dualism and the Yin and Yang. 
Separate but equal, together in balance. 

However, his first step would be opening his meridian gateways, and for 
that he needed a purification technique that expelled what was, for most, 
unusable and even dangerous waste and impurities, if the little bit of 
Xianxia he used to read in his hospital bed had been any indication. 

Silver Fox’s Qi gathering and refining techniques wouldn’t be useful to 
him yet, because he was not yet of Bronze. He had formed no meridian 
channels with which to harness the flow of both Dark and Light Qi, like 
alternating currents. He first needed to open his gateways, so obviously he 
needed a basic technique that would dispel the impurities just like everyone 
else used. And an anxious perusal of the tomes before him made it utterly 
clear that the brilliant fox hadn’t bothered with basic purifying techniques at 
all. It all had to do with separating and refining the Dark and Light Qi in 
unison. 

But right now, he had no place to put that Dark Qi. Only expel it as 
waste, just like almost every other mortal cultivator. 

Alex groaned, rubbing his head. 

It looked like this was going to be a lot harder than he had thought. 

Even worse, once he took his first footsteps along the Bronze path, he 
would have to be ever mindful of a specific meridian pattern he wished to 
establish that would eventually synergize with his core, and folly here could 
stunt his growth forever. 

He feared he wouldn't even be able to use this divine Qi refining tome 
until he had already opened all his meridian gateways and somehow figured 
out what cycling pattern would match his elemental affinities best, which 
seemed to include all the basic elements, but with significant limitations in 
regards to targets and range. 

And herein was yet another difference from the Xianxia novels he had 
read and the reality he now found himself in. Here there seemed to be 4 
major elements and 4 minor ones that joined the major ones together, not 5. 
Though the 5 classic Chinese elements were incorporated and seemed to 
complement each other much as they did in the novels he had read. And 
now that he thought about it, he had read of extra elements in various works 
that fit very much with the paradigm he seemed to have gained a basic 
understanding of upon waking up, implanted with knowledge that now 
seemed second-nature to him. 


He groaned when he perused Silver Fox’s Qi Cycling tome. It was 
specifically tied to WiFu’s affinities, which were different from Alex’s own. 

He took some small comfort from the fact that at least the cycling tome 
would allow him to forge perfect Dark Qi channels between his meridians, 
which would be half the task before him, once he had opened his meridian 
gateways. 

But the core of any cultivator was not simply refining, but properly 
cycling his Light Qi. The only Qi most mortal cultivators would even think 
to use, considering the chaotic, destructive potential of Dark Qi to those 
who did not dare a divine path. And that required finding techniques 
perfectly suited to his Light Qi affinities, which seemed to incorporate all 8 
elements, and there Alex was at a complete loss. 

He sighed and shook his head. 

So that was what WiFu had meant by Alex having to find his own way 
forward. 

He could only hope that exposure to enough tomes or cultivators would 
give him the insights he needed to forge his own cultivation path, hopefully 
without taking a thousand years on the journey. 

What was painfully clear to Alex at that moment was that he had an 
incredible opportunity to achieve glorious heights of accomplishment, 
embracing powers the equivalent of those wielded by the gods that fateful 
night a thousand years ago. But the path would be fraught with peril, and 
right now he lacked even the most basic purification techniques that he 
could use for the very first steps of his journey. 

And he was an utter novice, not even knowing all the things he needed 
to know. 

It was obvious even to him that he needed to find some way to attend a 
school of cultivation or otherwise uncover tomes or teachers that could 
instruct him in the very basics, building upon his knowledge slowly but 
surely, taking no foolhardy steps. Because unlike any other game Alex had 
ever played, he was absolutely certain there were no restarts to this journey 
he had embarked upon. 

Glory or death. 

There were no other options. 

Then Alex winced, realizing how utterly stupid he was being. 

He had disappeared, or at least he thought he had disappeared, in front 
of a witness who wanted to castrate him. 


What if he hadn’t disappeared? What if he was outside right now, limbs 
frozen upon the tree he had climbed, utterly vulnerable? 

And if he had somehow ported himself into his ring, was it now 
ownerless upon the ground, easily claimed by anyone who spots it? Could 
the guard touch it and enter? Would he now be a possession of the guard? 
Could the guard enter and kill him in this mock imitation of his father’s 
study? 

Alex’s eyes widened. What was it WiFu had said? He could visualize 
anything in this odd realm of infinite space and dream, but would only be 
able to take out what he put in. 

He closed his eyes and smiled, visualizing his heart out, opening his 
eyes once more in pleased satisfaction as he gazed upon his refreshed 
surroundings, now wishing only to leave. 

He then furrowed his brow, glancing down upon the same ring upon his 
finger, wondering if he was being a fool trying to enter the ring a second 
time, or if it was, in fact, the way out. 

Quickness check failed! Finesse check made! 10 Health and Minor 
Wound suffered. Effects of twisted ankle mitigated by adrenaline surge. 

Alex hollered as he found himself balanced precariously upon a branch, 
failing to grasp it in time but at least positioning himself to land on his feet, 
which happened to be over the startled guard’s head. 

His left ankle throbbed as he limped away from the comatose guard 
now crumpled in a heap. 

Unlike the mercenary mindset he took on when playing his favorite 
computer games a lifetime ago, Alex had absolutely no desire to rob the 
poor man, grabbing only the brass keys on the guard’s belt, just grateful the 
man was breathing as he limped his way to the gate. He took a furtive 
glance at the street just outside, seeing nothing but the occasional passerby, 
most of the men dressed in either monk’s or scholar’s robes, or attire quite 
similar to Alex’s own, and far too busy and self-important to bother 
glancing Alex’s way. 

He quickly unlocked the gate, securing it once more behind him before 
tossing the keys back inside. He pitied the poor guard, but he aimed for 
thick shrubbery beside the cobblestone path, not wanting the guard to have 
too easy a time following him, hoping he’d be concerned enough about 
losing face that he wouldn’t cry for help, so long as he found the way out 
eventually. 


Alex turned around, doing his best to look for all the world like he 
belonged, allowing his feet to take a random direction. He could just 
imagine Mr. Fox flashing his mischievous smile and recommending that 
Alex play to his strengths, and he had every intention of doing just that. 

He soon found himself awed and captivated by his surroundings. The 
cobblestone path was perfectly flat and didn't discomfort his feet at all as he 
strode past soaring pagodas, shops, and manors, the wide boulevard 
separated in twain by an army of trees forming a peaceful green canopy in 
the middle of the city, a steady stream of pink and white blossoms floating 
down, giving off the exotic smells of honeysuckle and cherry blossoms. 

He found himself smiling with wonder, and whenever he caught the 
gaze of one of the exquisitely beautiful women gazing in his direction, he 
couldn't help but think of his favorite supermodels from a lifetime ago; high 
cheekbones, crimson lips, and pearl white skin causing his heart to skip a 
beat before they would quickly lower their gazes. 

The attire they wore was an odd fusion, at least compared to Earthly 
historic norms, many wearing what looked like cheongsams, but with 
fluttering pieces of cloth tied to the high hem of their dresses, giving them 
an air of elegance and modesty, though with slits to allow their wearers full 
range of motion. Other girls wore long gowns paired with short coats and 
either dresses or loose flowing pants that went down to the tips of their toes. 
Still others wore various combinations of blouses and long gowns. Many 
girls had their hair wrapped in tight buns with pins of wood or silver 
sticking out of them, other girls left their hair in elegantly knotted ponytails. 
None gazed hostilely at him, but none smiled when they caught his gaze, 
only looking away, their cheeks flushing prettily. 

Perception check made! 

“Watch your gaze, foreigner!” 

Alex blinked, just barely shifting his balance in time as he sensed the 
powerful palm abruptly shove him aside. A hot-eyed powerfully built man 
in a black changshan was glaring at him, the woman accompanying him 
looking away in embarrassment. Alex could feel power radiating off this 
man in waves, having absolutely no doubt he was a cultivator. 

As if the shove that had felt like an iron rod slamming into his shoulder 
hadn’t been evidence enough. 

Alex winced, flushing with sudden embarrassment, quickly bowing at 
the waist. “This one is new here, and apologizes for his mistake,” he said, 


not knowing why he was speaking about himself in the third person. 

But apparently it was enough. The larger man smirked, shook his head, 
muttering about foreigners and fools, and went on his way. 

Alex breathed a sigh of relief, heart still pounding. He couldn’t help 
chuckling ruefully to himself, keeping his eyes on the beautiful city he 
found himself within, careful not to meet anyone’s gaze until he understood 
the people and customs better. Though he might have welcomed the 
challenge of a fight if this had just been a computer game, he had sensed 
that man’s power. His very aura had pressed against Alex’s own, and right 
now, on the very beginning of his path, it would be nothing for even the 
lowest ranked cultivator to kill him, which, for all Alex knew, would have 
pleased Zheng Yi as a fitting end to the arrogant fool too proud to take his 
offer of a charmed life. 

But Alex was determined, perhaps much like the fox, to live life on his 
own terms, to go just as far as he could. 

And for now, that meant keeping his head down, appearing as friendly 
and inoffensive as possible, and avoiding trouble. 

And his growling belly made it clear that he had best put his sight- 
seeing on hold and play to his strengths. 

His eyes widened with relief as he at last found what he had been 
seeking, farther along what seemed to be the main thoroughfare through 
this part of the city, an apothecary shop. 


“You wuHat? Are you insane? Get out of here with your foolishness, 
foreigner. Transient beggars are not welcome here!” 

Alex’s cheeks flushed as the well-dressed man behind a counter 
displaying bundles of dried herbs and mushrooms glared at him. Alex heard 
the snickers of several customers who had been perusing glass vials filled 
with various liquids or pills. The young boy compounding in back was 
openly smirking at him. 

He swallowed back his humiliation, bowing his head and quickly 
leaving the store. 

He shook his head, tired, discouraged, his belly growling and feet sore. 

It was the third apothecary he had tried so far today, and the brilliant 
afternoon sunlight so artfully muted into a warm glow by the canopy 
overhead was turning a fiery orange, with sunset perhaps an hour away. 


And he had no coin, no food, and no shelter, in a strange city that 
seemed to treat foreigners as second-class citizens. 

There had been no direct hostility, thank goodness, nothing like that first 
night he had arrived upon these shores, who knew how long ago. No one 
attempted to accost him, arrest him under false charges, or insult him. In 
fact, as long as he kept his eyes on the beautiful blossom covered trees or 
the soaring pagodas, everyone was content to leave him be, and every store 
owner, with only a few scowling exceptions, had beamed approving smiles 
as he perused their wares. 

It was only when he had dared to catch the gazes of and smile at their 
woman that he had been shoved aside, and it was only when he showed 
himself not to be a rich tourist with coin to spend but rather a humble 
applicant looking for a job, that smiles had turned to sneers of disdain. 

Alex gave a rueful chuckle, shaking his head. It looks like his starting 
quest wouldn’t be so easy after all. 

And maybe, he thought, he should stop perusing shops in what was 
clearly the nicest area of town. 


ALEX SWALLOWED, bowing low before the scowling old lady alone in her 
dusty shop, taking a deep whiff of the potent herbs, realizing it had been 
quite some time since the room was aired out. 

Blackcap Head: 75% Median potency. Sageroot: 95% Median potency. 
Silvermeadow potency: Insufficient data. 

Alex’s keen nose seemed to be making quick analysis of the potency of 
the herbs available, not terrible for all that selection was minimal. In truth, 
he was surprised to hear the voice in the back of his mind instantly 
analyzing their potency compared to the stock he had encountered at the 
other shops he had visited, wondering if it had just taken a bit before his 
interface was back online after a very long stasis period, or if he was only 
tuning in to its messages now. 

The wizened old lady’s scowl grew. “Well, boy? What is it you want? 
Spit it out. I haven’t got all day.” 

Alex flushed, grimacing with embarrassment. "My apologies, revered 
elder. I simply wanted to inquire as to whether or not you had any need for 
a possible... assistant within your shop.” 


The elder’s eyes widened, before bursting out in cackling laughter. “By 
someone do you mean you? Gods’ mercy, pray tell me you jest, child! To 
think, a foreigner barging into my shop looking for work.” 

Perhaps she noted his acute embarrassment, the bitter scowl his 
swallowed back before painting his features with smooth calmness once 
more. “This one apologizes for troubling you, elder. I shall burden you no 
further.” He winced as his stomach growled, his cheeks flushing under the 
woman’s discerning gaze. 

“But I wouldn’t mind company for a bit of tea, boy, and in truth, I could 
use a bit of entertainment. Why don’t you join me for a bit and tell me your 
tale?” 

With no further ceremony she darted back to the rear of her store, and 
Alex spied the burner he suspected was normally used for the alembic 
beside it, though presently it was being used to heat a bubbling kettle the 
old lady quickly poured the contents of in a fine piece of china and a clay 
pot before bringing both out along with several rice cakes upon a silver 
plate. 

“Well, I don’t stand on ceremony, boy, unlike most people my age. 
Enjoy the tea and tell me your tale.” 

Alex smiled, knowing enough to let the elder sip first before digging in, 
finding the hot tea the most refreshing drink imaginable after a day of 
walking on tired feet. Of course, he was still standing while the lady was 
comfortably sitting on a high chair behind the counter, but he knew better 
than to complain. He was nothing but grateful for the bit of kindness he was 
being shown, as well as for the company. 

He took a thoughtful bite of the rice cake, eyes widening as he tasted the 
wondrously sweet and flavorful red bean paste in its heart. 

His host’s eyes crinkled with pleasure. “It’s from my daughter’s bakery. 
Of course she knows better than to give her mother anything but her best 
work. Now enough flattering my daughter with your indecent moaning. 
This old woman’s ears are ready for some gossip!” 

Alex bowed his head. "For the kindness you have shown me, I would be 
happy to." He flashed a bemused grin. "I'm actually an apprentice 
compounder who was just learning the very basics at sea before the ship I 
was Sailing in was lost. By some miracle, I managed to swim to shore and 
was shown great kindness by an eccentric character who was kind enough 
to give me a place to rest my head and the clothes on my back. He didn't 


have a chance to explain the workings of this wondrous land in any detail 
before he was chased off by an irate grandfather who found his precious 
granddaughter had born a child not of her husband, but with the distinct 
features that could have only been from my benefactor.” 

Alex winked at the old woman’s flummoxed expression. “Much chaos 
ensued, but I took cover while the heavens raged with their squabble, only 
to find myself evicted from my former lodgings. Now here I am with the 
clothes on my back, a knack for ascertaining the purity of any herb, flower, 
or concoction you put before me, and not much else to my name.” 

He swallowed at the strange look she was giving him. “I’m also a fair 
hand at bookkeeping, and once upon a time I was, well, you could say I was 
apprenticed to a very wealthy merchant, but that was a long time ago.” 

The old lady took a thoughtful sip of her tea. “An interesting tale 
indeed, lad.” She passed him another red bean filled pastry, seeing as he had 
already devoured the two originally placed beside his cup of tea. An idle 
hand then plucked free a handful of dried herbs and tossed them to Alex, 
who almost spilled his tea trying to catch them. 

She gave a disapproving frown. “Not very coordinated, are you, lad. 
Well, what are you waiting for? What’s that in your hand?” 

“Silverblade stalks at 77% of median market potency,” he said with a 
blink, flushing at the curious look she gave him. 

"You're right about the name, at least. What's it used for?" 

He blinked, dumbfounded, realizing he really wasn't sure. Still, he was 
curious as to just how far he could push his gift. "May I?" he hesitantly 
asked. 

She frowned but nodded. He took a deep sniff, carefully snapping of a 
tiny piece of the stalk, placing the surprisingly bitter plant in his mouth. 

Silverblade stalks analyzed. You now have 50% immunity to unwanted 
laxative effects from this compound. Vasodilatory properties detected. 
Cardioprotective properties detected. 

After a long moment, Alex gazed up at the old woman peering at him so 
intently. He noted that she had filled both cups while he had been lost in 
thought. He shivered, realizing how vulnerable he had been, grateful the 
lady seemed a generous soul, despite her initially abrasive exterior. 

“If I’m not mistaken, this herb can be used for preparations involving 
lowering blood pressure, protecting the heart, or, well, if you’re 
constipated.” 


She frowned at his analysis. “You are correct, for the most part. Elders 
use it in tincture for their heart, and the oldest texts do report that frequent 
imbibers are less likely than their peers to die in their sleep from clots in 
their brain, but those are very, very old texts, not common knowledge.” She 
flashed a teasing smile. “Its bowel cleansing properties are what it’s most 
well-known and used for. Now, quickly, lad, explain to me what this powder 
is used for.” 

Alex blinked but complied, and before long considerable time had 
passed with him analyzing any number of exotic compounds within her 
shop; contraceptive compounds, aphrodisiacs, and recreational stimulants 
being the most noteworthy, potent, and plentiful. She seemed to get a kick 
out of his analysis, laughing when he explained what he meant by median 
potency, saying of course her supplies were unlikely to be as potent as the 
overpriced tinctures sold on Noblesway Boulevard, but it was good, strong 
medicine nonetheless, she assured. 

She sighed sadly, gazing out at the now dark street. 

“Alright, lad. It’s been entertaining, but now’s about the time when my 
normal clientele starts to come by. I've enjoyed the chat, and good luck with 
finding a master who will take you on. “Tis a shame you don't radiate the 
aura of a cultivator with the rare specialization for alchemy. Then your 
fortune would be set, and you'd never want for coin again! But you 
certainly have something about you, enough to capture my eye, at least. 
Now take a sweet bun with you, and if you manage to set yourself up 
somewhere without being rounded up by the city guard? Don’t be a 
stranger!” 

Alex blinked as he found himself expertly shooed out the door. 

“Um... alright, thank you for the tea and rice cakes,” he said at last, 
swallowing as he met her bemused gaze a heartbeat before she was ready to 
shut the door in his face. 

“I, um, don’t suppose you know anyone who might need an apprentice 
compounder?” 

The lady grinned. “Try Liu Jian’s shop, two blocks west, twenty blocks 
south. You can tell him you’ve got Lady DuDu’s approval. He’!l know why 
I can’t take you on. Now shoo, lad. You’ll scare away my customers, and 
this isn’t the best area for you to be wandering about in at night.” 

With that, the door was politely but firmly shut. 


Alex sighed, wanting to ask which way south was, when a soft finger 
caressed his cheek. 

His eyes widened and he spun around, beholding a vision of beauty with 
full lush lips, high cheekbones, and eyes fit to captivate a man’s soul. She 
wore an unusual amount of makeup for this era, yet the rosy blush, kohl eye 
liner, dusky eye shadow, and vermilion lip gloss suited her perfectly. She 
expertly caught his stunned gaze with a practiced flutter of her crimson 
lacquered fingernails before pointing down the road. 

“Tt’s that way, love. Two blocks past Noblesway, then turn left and walk 
for a bit. You’ll know it when you see it.” 

Alex blinked, surprised to be spoken to so frankly by such a strikingly 
beautiful young woman when shy meekness seemed to be the norm, her 
attire hugging her curves in ways he hadn’t seen since he had last been on 
Earth, for all that her red silk dress covered in golden flowers would still be 
considered demure, even classy, by the standards of his day. 

“Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate it.” 

She flashed a teasing smile. “You’re welcome.” 

She eyed him up and down in frank appraisal before giving an 
approving nod. “If you really want to thank me, come by Grandfather 
Zhao’s Happy Pavilion when you land on your feet and have some coin 
you’d like to spend on a lucky lady. Just ask for Dan Ai. You won’t regret 
it.” 

She winked and entered the shop, lingering traces of perfume and poppy 
fumes left in her wake. 

Alex chuckled softly, suddenly understanding Lady DuDu’s preferred 
clientele. 

He wasted no time, as twilight would soon turn to true night, and he 
feared to be caught out in a strange city after dark with so few resources or 
prospects to his name. 


"WE'RE CLOSED!" Snapped a gruff voice as Alex tentatively knocked on the 
reinforced hardwood door, impressed despite himself with how solid and 
secure the building looked, blending in perfectly with its neighbors, yet he 
could tell that the cluster of stores right where the road branched off were a 
cut above the more dilapidated buildings farther down. There were even 
several cherry trees across the street with their branches and trunks 


carefully shaped to arch over the road, no doubt providing soothing shade 
for the patrons visiting this alchemist shop or the music shop next to it, or 
the now-closed restaurant two stores down. 

Yet right now everything was quiet and still in the growing gloom, the 
fascinating streetlights that were either carefully lit paper lamps or, Alex 
almost hoped, magical artifacts lining the main thoroughfare were a distant 
memory even two blocks off the boulevard. 

Alex swallowed, knowing he should probably come back the next day, 
but hating the thought of spending the night huddled in between buildings 
somewhere, hopefully remaining unmolested, with nowhere safe to lay his 
head. 

He grimaced, hating feeling forced to play his cards through the door, 
but things were as they were. “Lady DuDu recommended I come by and 
speak to you.” 

A heavy pause before Alex could hear locks being undone, and he 
would feel ecstatic if it weren’t for the heavy cursing he could hear as well. 

An eyehole slot was opened. Alex could hear a snort. 

“And a foreigner, no less.” 

Yet much to his amazement, the door was finally opened, revealing a 
middle-aged gentleman glowering at him, as well as a beautiful girl who 
looked about his age gazing at him curiously from deeper inside the shop. 
He blinked, surprised to see her wearing a hat, and inside her home of all 
things, but quickly put all his focus on the man before him, bowing low at 
the waist. 

“Thank you, esteemed master Liu Jian. Forgive me for disturbing your 
evening. I was hoping, that is, after talking to Lady DuDu...” he sighed 
under the bemused smirk of the girl who was already clearly working for 
the man. 

“Long story short, I’m in desperate need of a job.” He quickly raised a 
hand before the older man could say a word edgewise. “Please. I can see 
already that you have an assistant apothecary so let me just say I’m willing 
to do pretty much anything, including serve as a runner or delivery boy or, 
well, whatever else you need.” He flashed a desperate smile. “I’m friendly, 
well-behaved, don’t take up much room, and am willing to work for cheap. 
And if it’s worth anything... I have a decent knack for determining the 
potency and purpose of most alchemical or medicinal ingredients you put 


before me, and I’m sure I could brew potent concoctions if I had even the 
tiniest bit of training.” 

The last alone caused the girl’s eyes in back to widen. 

The man snorted. “And of course, you conveniently show now, in the 
dead of night, with your word alone for reference...” 

“Father...” 

“Fine. He can come in the morning.” 

The girl gave a pert frown. “And where is he supposed to spend 
tonight? Just look into his eyes. He’s tired, afraid, and has nowhere to go.” 

“And how is that our problem?” 

“Father, look at him!” 

Something in the intensity of her voice, perhaps, but the older man 
couldn’t help but shake his head, muttering. “Alright. He can come in for 
some tea.” 

“And dinner,” said the girl, flashing Alex a gentle smile. 

“Fine!” Liu Jian harrumphed. “But if he’s putting our food in his belly, 
he’s paying us back with hard work tomorrow.” The curmudgeonly 
apothecary scowled at Alex. “You’re not afraid of hard work, are you, 
boy?” 

Alex emphatically shook his head. “Not at all, sir. I would be happy for 
the chance to earn the bread on my plate.” 

"Rice. We eat rice here, not bread," said the girl before dipping out of 
the room, returning with a smile just moments later after the old man locked 
the door and a bamboo table and trio of reed chairs seemed to appear almost 
by magic, the three of them eating in the public area of the store. Alex 
couldn't help wondering if that was the common arrangement here. He 
would have to inquire at some point, though now he was busy just trying 
not to flush with embarrassment at the obvious pity that had motivated the 
ebony-haired beauty with her jade green eyes that had just a touch of silver 
when the lamplight hit them just right, even now pouring him tea and 
smiling just a bit too warmly while ladling him out a bowl of chicken and 
rice soup that smelled absolutely divine. 

He quickly lowered his gaze when he caught the elder's glare. Right. No 
directly admiring women in this culture, or maybe it was just him that 
people objected to. 

“This one humbly thanks you for the food,” he said, bowing his head. 

“As well you should,” grumped the man. 


“Father!” said the girl with an exasperated smile, before turning back to 
Alex. “So, a foreigner enters our shop, looking like he just got blown in 
with the North Wind. You must have an exciting tale to share!” 

Alex grimaced but accepted the gentle interrogation as a price he was 
more than willing to pay for the chance to fill his belly with hot fare and 
ease his throbbing feet, grateful to have discovered the public restroom 
facilities sometime back, rare as they were, though he could have done 
without the scowls he had earned using them as a foreigner, as if he had 
been committing some grave sin. He had actually bowed before the 
attendant in thanks, earning him a mocking smile and nod as he had dashed 
off, which had still been better than the hostile glare. 

Very reminiscent of the gaze Liu Jian was giving him even now as he 
haltingly repeated the tale he had told Lady Dudu. 

“A boy flees a doomed ship, only to be rescued by a mischievous 
philanderer who gets chased away by powerful people, leaving the boy 
alone in the world. Likely story,” the man harrumphed, chewing 
reflectively. 

The girl, however, was peering at Alex intently with her jade green 
eyes, and he couldn’t help flushing under her regard. “There’s more to that 
story than what you revealed, isn’t there?” 

He froze, chopsticks halted in mid-air, flushing hotly under her regard. 
At which point he knew his awkward pause would make him denying it a 
liar. She also knew she had flushed him out, flashing a brilliant smile. 
"There's more food still, so finish the tale." 

The invitation and threat were clear with her beautiful smile. 

He flushed and swallowed the food in his mouth, sipping tea to ease his 
cough and buy himself time. 

“The ship that sunk. Let’s just say, they weren’t exactly good people.” 

Liu Jian snorted. “Were you working for smugglers then, lad?” 

Alex swallowed. “They were more like pirates. Or...well, invaders.” 

Both of them paled. Dead silence permeated the room. 

Alex’s heart started to race, his guts squirming, fearing he had said way, 
way too much. But the way the girl was gazing at him, head tilted, pert little 
button nose twitching as if she was onto something, and why was she 
wearing that admittedly chic little velvet hat even at dinner? He shook away 
the stupid stray thought, preparing himself to leave unexpectedly. 

“What happened to the ship?” she asked breathlessly. 


Alex gulped. “It sort of caught on fire and sunk.” 

She quirked a bemused brow. “Next you’ll tell me they caught ablaze 
with their own Greek fire.” 

Her smile turned to a look of wide-eyed disbelief when he slowly 
nodded. “Caught ablaze hot and fierce. Several other ships also lost their 
sails when it exploded.” 

She blinked. “Where did this take place again?” 

He winced. "This is the part where you'll call me a liar and kick me out. 
Can we wait till after dinner before finishing that part of the script?" 

Her father snorted as the girl’s face paled. 

“The man who helped you... did he have silver eyes?” 

He slowly nodded. "Eyes of silver and jade, actually." 

Her incredulous gasp was louder than even her father’s snort. 

“The boy tells a good tale at least,” the father grumbled. 

“Father...” 

“Don’t you dare tell me he believes that madness!” He snorted. 
“Honestly, he should join Storyteller’s Row. His foreign looks will add an 
air of credulity to his wild, far-fetched tales.” 

"Father, he believes it." 

The man snorted, banging his hand on the table. "Do you see any snow- 
white beard upon his chin? Does he look like he's been sleeping for a 
thousand years? No! He does not!" 

“But what about the wild tale about the foreigner we heard?” 

Her father rolled his eyes. “A naked foreigner caught in the sacred tomb 
under Dragon Temple?” he snorted. “The fool of a guard was obviously 
drinking. And why there isn’t better security for the caves under our city’s 
founding cultivation school I'll never understand.” 

The girl’s gaze hardened. “You know why, Father. It's a memorial to 
‘him.' The patron god of our city has never been happy with him, so every 
shrine or memorial site dedicated in his honor is given only the slightest 
official notice, the administrative fools kowtowing to their patron god, all 
hoping for vandals and negligence to tarnish the memory and prestige in 
which ‘he’ is held. Whereas Long Wang’s school is so honored and revered 
that every aspirant for hundreds of miles in all directions, children without 
the least knack for cultivating to be found in their family’s blood, still risk 
their lives every autumn after harvest, tramping through the wilds, hoping 
for a chance to attend our city’s academy.” 


Liu Jian shrugged and sighed. “It’s the way of the world, my dear. You 
know this as well as I. The children will be welcome, even encouraged to 
make the trip, and sent home with bags full of rice even if they have no 
talent after all, encouraged to tell their brothers to risk their lives just like 
they had, no matter how poor their blood.” 

The old man shook his head. “And really, what choice do any of us 
have? The lord of this city of near ten million souls, even with the 
allegiance of all the towns and villages to be found within hundreds of 
miles in all directions, is just a tiny piece in a vast kingdom, which itself is 
only a tiny part of a vast empire in an even larger alliance. And our king is 
more hands-off than most. Almost every lord within our nation is allowed 
to rule his territory as he sees fit, with but a single golden rule. Every city of 
every kingdom within our empire must meet its quota of soldiers that can 
walk the High Roads.” 

The girl sighed, nodding. "I know, Father. We train every day so that if I 
earn that honor, I won’t bring shame to our family name.” 

“And you won’t, my dear. I know that already.” 

Alex carefully lowered his eyes, focusing only on his food, fearing he 
was overhearing talk that was none of his business. 

He blinked, hands darting back as the heated soup, left bubbling on a 
tiny burner in the middle of the table, was poured fresh and piping hot 
inside his bowl. “More soup? You must be hungry, after traipsing about all 
day.” The girl captivated him with her smile. “And what was your name? I 
never did catch it.” 

“Alex,” he said. “My name is Alex.” 

She blinked, slowly sitting back down. 

“What a fascinating name,” she said at last. 

Her father snorted. 

Alex blinked, looking for something to say to break the strange 
atmosphere around the table, catching sight of the herbs on display. He 
closed his eyes and took a deep whiff, smiling in sudden satisfaction. “Your 
roots and cuttings smell quite potent. Most are above median market 
potency.” 

The girl blinked while her father snorted, but he allowed the change of 
subject, bringing a number of herbal bundles for Alex’s perusal, unable to 
deny the grudging nod of respect he had when Alex was done. 


The girl’s grin grew every time he analyzed a fresh bundle of herbs, or 
noted the odd mixed blend when it seemed her father might be trying to 
trick him. 

“Can’t fool a fox,” she snorted, her father scowling at his daughter 
before stalking back to the shop’s rear, grumbling. 

“Don’t mind him,” she said quietly as Alex helped her put away the 
dining table and chairs after clearing the table, more grateful for the food 
and chance to rest than he could say, finally able to look the prospects of a 
night in the dark with a certain amount of equanimity. 

Not everyone was cold and aloof. There were genuinely good people 
here, and he had no doubt that with enough hard work and effort, he'd 
eventually find something. Honestly, it was arrogant of him to think he 
could immediately start in what seemed to be a prestigious, if modest, 
profession. He would get a job where he could and build himself a life from 
there. And when he eventually got on his feet, well, one way or another he'd 
find a cultivation and cycling technique that would allow him to take his 
first steps on a life of excitement and endless possibility, even if the 
techniques weren't perfect, and his ability to excel would be limited. 

Right now, he was a penniless foreigner without resources in a 
somewhat hostile land. Without some golden path carefully implemented by 
mysterious game designers, what the hell had made him think that he would 
have a chance in hell of finding divine cultivation tomes? With his luck, he 
would be lucky to find, borrow, or buy any cultivation tomes at all! 

He couldn’t help chuckling and shaking his head. 

What an arrogant fool he had been, not taking the golden parachute he 
had been offered by the city’s patron god, no less. 

But that didn't mean he couldn't savor whatever adventures life threw 
his way this time around, grateful just to be upright, alive, and cancer-free. 

The girl gave him a curious look. “What’s so funny?” 

He shrugged and sighed. “I’m just laughing at myself. I was kind of an 
idiot, treating my life as, well, just a computer game, and now I find myself 
in far rougher circumstances than I had expected, with no golden quest 
compass to help me out.” 

She blinked, gazing at him strangely. 

He shrugged and shook his head. “But that’s okay. I won’t begrudge that 
impulsive version of me for daring the impossible. Had I not been treating 
everything as a game, had I actually let fear and disorientation consume me, 


I would have never survived even those first few moments aboard that 
vessel, let alone manage to bring it down. So, I’m going to look life in the 
face, smile, and accept whatever challenges it throws my way, and just be 
grateful for a second chance at life.” 

He bowed solemnly before a now frowning Liu Jian. “This one thanks 
you most humbly for the food, and for the hospitality. Before I go, I don’t 
Suppose you can’t point me to some place where penniless travelers might 
safely spend the night... if there is such a thing?” 

She gave a sad shake of her head. 

Alex sighed and nodded, turning around to head to the door before 
stopping cold, feeling soft hands upon his shoulder. 

“Don’t go,” the girl said. 

“Liu Li!” Her father hissed. 

“You can sleep out back. Even though we’re in the city and, well, not in 
the best area, our home has a secret. There was a major fire a few years 
back. Father bought the land, even though everyone said he was a fool. 
Those slums were ashes and ruin, no one would pay rent to live there again 
after what happened the first time, and almost no one was selling the 
storefronts facing the roads just beyond. So, the center of the city block was 
just a formerly ugly patch of ruined homes crammed tightly together, 
between those storefronts. Only a single alleyway gave access to the 
hundred poor souls who once called those slums home. Honestly, it’s why 
we set up shop here in the first place. We purchased the one available 
storefront and the land no one valued, cleared out the remains of those 
slums, walled off the property, and planted the most beautiful garden you 
can imagine.” 

She grinned as he turned around, her eyes twinkling, delighting in his 
dumbfounded expression. “It’s a great space to train and, well, cultivate in. 
We'll provide you a water flask and a sleeping roll. You can sleep in 
comfort and safety.” 

“Liu Li...” her father said warningly. 

“Father, please. It is safe, secure, and our own doors will be locked. We 
risk nothing, and we’re helping a boy who’ ll otherwise be easy prey in the 
city at night after dark, with no food, no resources, no family, kith, or kin. If 
it were autumn, we could point him in the direction of the temple for 
testing, so at least he could earn their rice and their pity and perhaps a job 
sweeping the steps, but it’s spring.” 


Her father scowled, shaking his head. 

“And you’re not stupid, Father. This Alex coming here in the dead of 
night, on the anniversary of you-know-what.” 

Her father sighed, rubbing his temples. 

“And considering who you married...” 

“Say nothing!” 

She flushed and lowered her head. “This one apologizes, Father.” 

The stern-looking apothecary scowled before finally nodding. “Fine. He 
can sleep out back. And tomorrow morning, assuming he didn’t make a 
complete ass of himself in my private garden... I’ll think about letting him 
earn his room and board. Until the boy’s on his feet.” He tried glaring, but 
his gaze was tempered with a father’s love. “For the sake of your mother’s 
memory, Li. And you will say nothing more on that!” 

Liu Li bowed at the waist. “This lowly daughter thanks you.” 

Her father snorted. “You are many things, jade of my heart, but humble 
isn’t one of them. Now get the boy situated. We have an early day 
tomorrow.” 

She bowed her head. “Yes, Father.” 

And before long, a grateful Alex found himself within a beautiful grassy 
back yard that stretched a good distance on all sides, as if an entire city 
block had been hollowed out save for the storefront buildings on all sides, 
and all of it effectively Liu Jian’s carefully manicured back yard. 

Alex took a deep breath of the fresh, herb-scented air, delighting in the 
heady mix of fragrances and flowers with a hint of mint and pine. He felt an 
invigorating rush with each breath he took. The beautiful Liu Li’s smile 
grew. 

“T can tell you appreciate the garden. Father will be pleased. He spends 
enough hours working on it, assuring the Qi of Heaven and Earth cycle 
through it properly. 

Alex grinned. “I’m really, really grateful not to be sleeping on the street, 
hoping I don’t get mugged or worse. Thank you, Liu Li. This one is in your 
debt.” 

A throaty chuckle washed over him. “It’s my pleasure to help, Alex. It 
lets me feel like I’m part of a very old, very sacred tale.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 

She rolled her eyes. “If you haven’t figured it out yet... but, how could 
you? If you really were asleep for a thousand years, then you were only 


awake for the very beginning.” 

She quickly raised her hand before Alex could say anything. “No, don’t 
tell me. Honestly, I like the thought that, somehow, the stories might be 
true. That we are more than just an odd mutation from too much exposure 
to spirit beasts and unclean Qi.” She frowned at that, before shaking the 
thought away with a smile. “Rest well, Alex. We’ll talk more in the 
morning. And if you’re really lucky, Father will put you to work.” 

Alex grinned. “I hope he does,” he said, but Liu Li had already darted 
back inside, as quiet as any woodland fox. 

Alex sighed, leaning back against his bedroll in the heart of the 
beautiful backyard garden, delighting in the arboreal scent after a day 
racing about the city, feeling energized and revitalized by the natural beauty 
all around him, and the night sky full of brilliant stars above. 

And before he could think too deeply about the highs and lows of his 
day, he was sleeping the sleep of a mortal boy. 

For the first time in a thousand years. 


lex jolted awake with a gasp, for a moment utterly confused and 
disoriented. 


Had he overslept again? He had had the strangest dream... 
and why was he sleeping outside? 

Then it hit him with a shudder. 

It wasn’t the day before the big game. 

It wasn’t the horrible morning the tests came back, stage 4 cancer at the 
ripe age of 17 the bitter edge to the perfect life he had lived before his 
father and sisters were killed. 

He had been cryogenically frozen and died in the process, his soul 
moving on to a completely different reality, his memories intact, thanks to 
the deluded belief he was merely being uploaded into a computer 
simulation. 

And for all he knew, he was. 

But the hard tapping against his ribs by the beautiful girl kitted in full 
lamellar armor, holding a fifteen-foot-long spear felt all too real. Her armor 
was definitely something out of a K-drama, but the sword at her hip looked 
like a gladius, and he noted extra steel bars secured to her armored left 
forearm and gauntlet. 

He blinked, at a momentary loss for words, before twinkling jade eyes 
smiled into his own. 

“Get up, sleepyhead. My advice? Take care of your body necessities 
where I showed you last night, and dart back in the shop as fast as you can. 


Maybe if you show Father you’re as diligent and hardworking as you had 
claimed you were last night, he might actually give you a chance.” 

She gave him a careful appraisal before nodding. “Amazingly, your old- 
fashioned changshan tunic with the bone buttons doesn’t have a single 
wrinkle or trace of dirt on it.” She passed him a bone toothed comb. “Too 
bad the same can’t be said about your hair. Now move!” 

Alex nodded. “Thank you, Liu Li. If I may ask, why are you kitted up 
for battle?” 

“What, this?” her eyes widened. “You even have to ask? I’m training. 
Now get going!” 

He quickly bowed his head and did just that, instinctively looking back 
when he heard a short, powerful cry, catching sight of Liu Li expertly 
spearing rings tied to ropes in several nearby trees, for all that her pike was 
fifteen feet long at least. He was no expert, but she flowed like silk from 
movement to movement, striking out at all angles despite the considerable 
awkwardness one would assume with a weapon that long and massive. 

He gulped in surprise, bowing his head once more before turning back 
to the entrance of the squat pagoda that served as alchemy shop and home 
to the father-daughter duo. 

Only then was he utterly certain that all of this was real. 

Because in every fantasy novel, eastern or western, that he had ever 
read, in every game he had ever played, it was the glorious sword or axe 
that saved the day and won the war, daring death-defying feats the stuff of 
legend and story. 

But historically, unless used in shield formations where could be very 
effective indeed, swords were almost an afterthought. 

It was the spear that won or lost most wars, and few polearms were 
more decisive than the long spear or pike at winning wars, as Macedonia’s 
own Alexander the Great and countless 15" century Swiss mercenaries 
could all attest to, once upon a time. 

If Liu Li had been dancing about the yard with a pair of saber-like dao 
or a jian straight sword, Alex would have smiled in appreciation, even 
excitement. 

Now, though, he felt nothing but grim foreboding, remembering last 
night’s conversation, all too well aware of the historical realities of war. 

Why should it be any different here? Because the only way this reality 
could be a game was if Earth was as well. 


He shook away the brooding thoughts, quietly opening the now 
unlocked back door after refreshing himself and both wetting and combing 
back his hair, eager to make himself useful to the man he hoped would soon 
be his employer. 

“Oh, you’re here,” grumped Liu Jian, handing him a small basket filled 
with packets wrapped in what he thought might be rice paper. “These are 
for some of my sicker patients. Make sure you follow the directions of each 
of them when making your deliveries.” 

His eyes widened as the man handed Alex a basket, shooing him to the 
door before turning to greet his first customer. 

Alex blinked. 

Directions? 

He gazed carefully at the packages, frowning as he noted lines with 
numbers beside them before turning in 90-degree arcs. 

Liu Jian glared at Alex, turning back to his customer with smiles and 
laughter. 

“T have a new assistant. He’s a bit of an idiot. Please excuse me one 
moment," he said as a wealthy-looking man smirked at Alex before the 
latter's attention was distracted by Liu Jian rushing him out the door. 

“Are you a fool? Look! The directions are clear as day!” He pointed to 
his right. “Of course, you always start facing South. Then you orient left or 
right or whatever other direction the lines turn, and you cross as many 
streets as there are numbers! Once you arrive, if you are still an idiot, you 
can ask any passerby if you’re before the correct address. Now get going, 
boy! You already overslept, and I will have you pay off your dinner before I 
feed you again!” 

Alex blinked then nodded as the instructions finally made sense. “Yes, 
sir. But how would I have ever known that South was the starting... never 
mind, sir. The fault was mine. I’ll get on this right away.” 

“See that you do, lad. See that you do.” 

Without another word, Liu Jian headed back inside the shop, and Alex 
spent a very long, hot morning darting about the city, getting a feel for the 
layout of the myriad buildings as he made his deliveries. For all that he was 
a foreigner, his bright blue eyes and blond hair only earned him stares until 
he announced who he was delivering for. Then it was all smiles and 
gratitude before they politely but quickly closed the doors in his face. 


Tincture of Laudanum, 10% poppy extract. Equal to standard market 
potency. 

Alex grimaced before turning it into a head roll and shrug. 

Though he had delivered a fair number of tinctures designed to cleanse 
germs from the blood, primitive antibacterials as well as medicine for the 
heart, most of the packages he had delivered had been what amounted to 
pain relievers or cough suppressants. Most of those older people he had 
delivered the latter to were barely able to make it to their doors or the 
entrances of their hovels, in some rare cases, and Alex noted the packets of 
food he was also dropping off in a few such cases. He suspected they were 
terminally ill, and Liu Jian was the closest thing to mercy or hospice care 
that most of these poor souls had access to. 

His only concer was the lack of money. No one had offered to pay 
anything, and he saw no evidence of any system of receipts. He could only 
hope he wasn’t going to get chewed out, or far, far worse, when he returned. 

It was only when he finally made his way back that he encountered his 
first bit of trouble, just outside the apothecary shop. 

“Outsider! Your kind aren’t welcome here,” snarled a powerfully built, 
pockmarked man with broken teeth, cold eyes glaring into Alex’s own after 
shoving him back. 

Alex swallowed his glare. The man was cracking his knuckles and 
smiling, clearly hoping for a fight. 

“This one apologizes for troubling you,” Alex said, stepping back as he 
bowed, knowing the last thing he wanted before he had established himself 
was trouble. He could give the man face by walking back the way he had 
come, then wait a few minutes before heading back, or just circle around to 
the other side of the block. 

Before being pulled back with a hard squeeze to his shoulder. 

“T didn’t give you permission to leave, Ruidian!” 

At which point Alex relied on hyper-ingrained instinct imparted by 
instructors teaching Alex the basics of survival and self-defense, back when 
it had actually mattered. 

Immediately stepping back as he grabbed the offending hand by the 
thumb, twisting and extending the offending arm as he pivoted and hip- 
tossed the larger man in a heap upon the cobblestone ground before 
spinning around on top of his opponent, one knee jammed into the bully’s 


back. The man roared in surprised fury, shoulder now hyper-extended as 
Alex kept up the pressure, just short of breaking it. 

He glared coldly into the man’s furious eyes. “Are we done here?” 

“You'll pay for that, you stupid piece of foreigner filth!” 

Alex heightened the pressure as the man groaned, Alex knowing just 
one yank and the man's shoulder would pop. No matter how strong he was, 
Alex had caught him utterly off guard, and he wasn't able to generate any 
power with his limb so badly extended. 

“T said, are we done here?” 

The man snarled and spat. “Yeah, worm. We’re done.” 

Alex immediately jumped back, gazing coldly at the man wincing and 
rubbing his shoulder before heading back the building. 

You have been struck by a surprise attack. Qi Burst suspected. You have 
lost 40 Health and suffered 1 Heavy Wound. (3 Broken ribs.) 

The world exploded in pain, Alex finding himself flying through the air, 
only recalling the roar after he was airborne, groaning as he smashed to the 
ground before being yanked to his feet by his hair, forced to gaze into the 
hot, psychotic gaze as Broken-tooth spat in his face. “I should kill you for 
that, Ruidian! Honorless vermin! Daring to grapple a member of the 
Jianghu Sect!” 

The man jerked Alex completely off his feet by the power of his arm 
alone, no matter that Alex had damn near dislocated the shoulder and 
popped the elbow just moments ago. 

He growled, and Alex's eyes widened, sensing the odd distortion of 
energy around the man's rigid right hand, fingers leading, and it didn't take a 
genius to know that the knife hand strike was intended to crush or perhaps 
tear right through Alex's windpipe. 

“How does it feel, worm, knowing death is just heartbeats away?” 

Before Alex could answer, the apothecary door slammed open. 

“You will put him down right now, Broken Fang, or you will answer to 
me.” 

The thug’s eyes widened. He dropped Alex, stepping back, gazing at 
Liu Jian in surprise. “This fool belongs to you, honored master?” 

Liu Jian snorted, but Alex was awed by the intensity he saw in the 
deceptively slender man’s gaze. Alex could sense a tidal wave of power 
held in check by iron will and decades of discipline, for all that he flashed 


the thug a bemused smile. “A fool he is, but he works for me.” His smirk 
turned ice cold. “I don’t want him bothered again.” 

Broken Fang swallowed. “No, Master Liu Jian. I will make sure it’s 
known that the blond-haired fool is off-limits.” He glared at Alex one final 
time before bowing towards Liu Jian and leaving. 

“Master Liu Jian, I just wanted to say thank you for—” 

“—_are you a complete idiot? Grappling with a cultivator, even one as 
lowly as Broken Fang? Never mind. Don't answer that. Did you deliver the 
packages? Good. At least you did some good today. Goodness knows you 
won't be running around with a pair of cracked ribs." 

The man gave a hearty sigh as Alex gasped, only at that moment feeling 
the pain of the explosive slam that had sent him skittering across the 
ground. “Damn. And I suppose I will have to take care of you until your 
ribs are properly healed. Come inside, then. Let’s get a poultice on you. 
Soonest mended soonest up again and able to pay off your mounting debt. 
No, don’t give me that cornered animal look. Come inside. If you end up 
getting killed the very day after we took you in like a stray puppy, I’ll never 
hear the end of it from my girl.” 

Alex swallowed, saying nothing, just bowing his head and following the 
apothecary back inside his shop, doing his best not to cry out too much 
when the poultice was eventually made, gasping as a flood of cooling heat 
poured through him. 

Botanical Formulae Learned: Basic Healing Compress. Uses the latent 
healing Qi within a select group of steeped mushrooms and flowers to speed 
up healing 5-fold until potency declines. Healing Compress potency 
estimated to be above market norms. Insufficient data for more detailed 
analysis. 

Healing Compress may be further heightened with the appropriate 
infusion of external Qi. You do not yet have this skill. Your compress has 
been infused to allow for a 20-fold standard healing rate. You are unable to 
replicate this Modified version of Healing Compress. 

Alex hissed as Liu Jian tied the compress tightly around him. 

“You managed to get in a fight with Broken Fang your very first 
morning? How dumb can you be?” teased Liu Li, gazing down at him with 
a bemused smile on her face, hair artfully arranged under her hat once 
more. 


Alex chuckled softly, though that made his ribs hurt something fierce. 
“Pretty dumb, I guess, but it’s not like he gave me much of a choice.” 

Liu Li gave a shrug. "You should have just kowtowed to him the 
moment he snarled your way. You're not carrying any money, and the 
minute he saw the packages you had on you... but I see you managed to 
deliver them before coming back." 

Alex frowned. “You mean prostrated myself before him and begged for 
mercy?” 

She nodded solemnly. “You’re not a cultivator, and in this world, 
strength is everything. Strength, or having resources that other people can’t 
take by force, only by enticement.” 

Alex winced. “But that would have been humiliating. Not that you’re 
wrong, but, at that moment, I was just acting on instinct.” 

Liu Li’s gaze hardened. “Your ‘instinct’ almost got you killed. It would 
have been one thing if you had challenged him to a proper fight or allowed 
him to do the same to you, but what you did was a massive insult.” 

Alex blinked. “I’m utterly confused. What did I do that was wrong 
except get the initiative?” 

Her brows furrowed. “You mean you don’t know?” 

“Know what?” 

She rolled her expressive eyes. "You didn't use your fists and feet; you 
flipped him and trapped his arm! He couldn't move, he couldn't hit you, 
there was no way for him to generate and focus his Qi!" 

Alex blinked. “So, what you’re saying is...” 

"All cultivators fight using Qi attacks. How do you think he was able to 
send you flying so quickly? Broken Fang is a weak cultivator. He only has 
two meridian gateways open, not even enough to use the High Road and 
enlist in the Royal Army, but he’s still a hell of a lot more powerful than 
everyone who can’t cultivate at all, which is the great majority of people. 
Even his pathetic cultivation rank puts him head and shoulders above 
mundanes. 

“And the biggest insult you can do to a cultivator is to force a noble 
exchange of parries and blows into a grapple! It’s the ugliest of tactics, 
rendering both wrestlers’ Qi Strikes inert, and thus it becomes a sheer 
contest of strength, vitality, and grit.” 

Alex nodded, finding it made a weird sort of sense. In almost every 
kung fu movie he enjoyed as a kid, with notable exceptions, and almost 


every manga or cultivation novel he had read, the fights involved weapons 
or fists, elbows, knees, and feet. Even when a pair of combatants were right 
next to each other, they would almost never try to pin each other, just use 
elbow gouges or spinning backfists to stun their opponent and send them 
reeling away. 

“So, it’s a cultural thing.” 

Liu Li nodded. “Sure, city guards use it all the time. But only against 
criminals! And they wouldn’t dare use it against a Jianghu Cultivator! 
There are special Bronze ranked cultivators who are on city retainer for a 
generous stipend. They assist the city guard when things get really hot, 
which is rare. The Jianghu sect is prudent, knows better than to upset the 
local power structure, and that life is best for everyone when the daylight 
world is calm and orderly.” 

Alex blinked. “Oh. So, like, organized crime that becomes so orderly 
and constrained it’s almost like a legit business enterprise.” 

Liu Li flashed a tight smile. “And they even pay their taxes by 
smoothing the way forward for the administrators in power, our city’s 
revered overlord having far better things to do with his time than worry 
about the gritty day to day operation of his city. The dreamer actually thinks 
he’ll achieve Gold Dragon cultivation in this lifetime.” 

“Ware your words, daughter,” said Liu Jian, his icy tone putting a chill 
down Alex’s spine, but his daughter just rolled her eyes. 

“T closed the shop, and I don’t see or smell anyone nearby. Do you?” 

“Tf only I had your mother’s sense of smell,” he sighed. “But still, far 
better to exercise caution when it’s not needed than to be foolhardy when it 
might cost you your head!” 

Liu Li paled. “Of course you are right, Father,” she said, glaring intently 
at Alex. 

Alex sighed. “Don’t worry, my lips are sealed. About pretty much 
everything. I’m not such an ass I’d betray the trust of the only people to 
care enough to give me shelter and, well, put on a kickass enchanted 
compress healing me at twenty times the standard rate.” 

Both of them stilled, gazing at Alex oddly. 

“What?” he said at last, as they exchanged a meaningful look. 

“Maybe he would be useful in back? We could try him out...” 

“We’ve known him for less than a day!” 


"And now he has a pair of broken ribs. I'm surprised he's not howling 
with pain..." 

“Enduring cancer is a very good way to develop pain tolerance. I don’t 
recommend it,” Alex quipped. 

He felt a soothing touch upon his forehead, as if he were being filled 
with the gentlest green energy, Qi tasting like mint and strawberry tingling 
against his tongue. 

“Nonsense. You are in perfect health! Well, save for the bruises, 
contusions, and broken ribs,” said Liu Jian. 

Alex nodded. “I know. That was all before I woke up on that ship.” 

Liu Li frowned. “And you’re not lying. At least, you don’t think you 
are. Do me one favor?” 

Alex nodded. 

“Don’t ever discuss that ship story with anyone, save maybe your future 
wife, assuming anyone would ever consent to marrying a silly creature like 
yourself. Some tales are better not shared.” 

Alex winced. “That bad, huh?” 

She grinned. “People will think you’re either crazy, a liar, or a 
storyteller having fun with them. Because the alternative is far worse.” 

Alex blinked. “Really.” 

She nodded. “Who, after all, would want to live in interesting times? 
What the fox thinks is fun, the rest of us find terrifying.” 

Alex winced. “So you get it, then.” 

“Don’t know, don’t care. What I do care about is seeing if you can 
actually be of some use in back.” 

Alex grinned, not having to be offered twice to finally get a chance to 
show off his unique skills. Skills he would love to level up further, and see 
just how far they could take him. 


otanical Formulae Learned: Basic Recuperation Pill. 
Botanical Formulae Learned: Basic Rejuvenation Pill. 
Botanical Formulae Learned: Basic Potion of Bliss. 

Botanical Formulae Learned: Basic Potion of Calm. 

Botanical Formulae Learned: Basic Sterilization Pads. 

Alex grinned as he mimicked Liu Li’s preparation’s perfectly. Her 
bemused smile and snarky quips as he spent the first hour carefully 
determining where all the compounding ingredients were, carefully sniffing 
all the dried roots, flowers, and mushrooms, paying particular attention to 
the dried lichens, even, with Liu’s permission, placing several slivers on the 
tip of his tongue, only once hissing as his skin burned on contact, earning a 
wry snort of laughter and warnings about the fox sticking his nose a bit too 
far where it didn’t belong. 

Her brows started to furrow when he asked for specific weighted 
quantities of each ingredient put into each tincture or wanted the specific 
quantity of the binding agent being used before putting the ingredients in 
the pill press, where she made it quite clear that it was by intuitive feel 
alone, and years of practice working by her father’s side since she could 
first count, that gave her the skills she needed. 

“Honestly, Father, he sniffs and tastes every ingredient! And he wants 
weights and measurements and clear directions for everything I compound! 
He even had the gall to ask for paper, ink, and quill before I gave him a 
good lecture about cost. Then he said not to worry, he had stored it 
perfectly, but thought it would be nice to pen a basic apothecary tome! 


Honestly, I don’t know what that boy is thinking, as if we were doing this 
out of anything more than pity,” she sighed. 

Alex’s heart sank, hearing those words while pretending to be asleep out 
back on his bedding, wincing with every exasperated declaration making it 
painfully clear what she really thought of him, how low a rung he really 
occupied here in this strange world. 

“Is he honest? Did you scent the slightest trace of malice, deception, ill- 
will?” 

"No. I didn't, Father, but maybe I was wrong. He hides neither ears nor 
tail nor any other mark of the fox. I think, well, I think he's just a boy WiFu 
played a trick on. Or perhaps Grandmother Yi Wang forgot to give her 
potion to him when it was time for him to start his next life.” She sighed 
sympathetically. “He’s earnest, diligent, and can repeat the ingredients and 
procedures of whatever formulae I allow him to watch me prepare. I’m not 
saying he’s a terrible assistant. Far from it. If he weren’t a foreigner, I’d be 
glad to let him try his hand at preparation. 

Much to Alex’s surprise, it was her father who recommended she let 
him do just that. 

“But Father, as much as I feel for him, he’s a foreigner. He’s not 
connected to the land like we are. He can’t feel the energies of Heaven and 
Earth. He has no hope of becoming an alchemist.” 

Quiet laughter. “Are you so sure about that, my child? Neither of us 
bothered to check if he has any potential for cultivation.” 

“Father! We all read the accounts of Physician Xu Cheng. Those 
invaders who crossed the Sea of Mists weren't even properly human! They 
had no meridian channels at all, let alone the stunted mess that are most 
people's birthrights. Their most powerful soldiers had elemental crystals 
fused to their foreheads. Whether it was something implanted or they were 
born with, it was as if their powers were fueled by beast cores alone. Which 
is why they were declared no more significant than beasts, centuries ago!” 

"An old declaration long since overturned, my daughter. And you, of all 
people..." 

“Have meridian gates like everyone else, Father. Something Xu Cheng 
also verified when animosity towards my kind had reached its peak. After 
his experiments, however, none could say that those who counted WiFu 
among their ancestors were any less human than anyone else. Even if we 
bear burdens most people don’t. Honestly, Father, if enough people didn’t 


fear WiFu’s curse, they would have hunted us down to extinction, centuries 
ago.” 

A poignant pause. “I am sorry, my daughter, for a great many things.” 

Bitter laughter. “It’s not your fault Mother is gone. I just play the hand 
fate dealt me, as best I can.” 

“And you play it well. Perhaps this boy, for all his eccentricities, is 
worth giving a chance.” 

Other things were said then, but Alex had already fallen asleep. 

Only to be awoken the next day by an intent toe prodding him once 
more, silver-jade eyes frowning into his own. “You awake, Alex? Good. 
Come on. I think you’ Il like what we do today.” 

Curious, Alex followed, and was surprised to come into the 
compounding room and find dozens of ingredients and preparational tools 
laid out on the marble countertop that she used for her preparations. 

He turned to catch her curious smile. He couldn’t help thinking how 
adorable she looked with her red hat on, hair knotted in an exotic weave 
that both accentuated the beauty of her exposed neck, while hiding away 
that which she was most shy about showing off to the world. “I saw how 
intently you were looking at me compounding yesterday, and, well, father 
and I decided to give you a chance helping out here in back.” 

She laughed at his expression. “Don’t worry, Pll walk you through 
everything. I just wanted to show you what we will be working with...” 


HER EYES WIDENED aS Alex quickly got to work, not saying a word as he 
methodically replicated everything she had done. Though he was far slower 
than she was, he felt almost as if his gift was allowing him to replay the 
memory of her actions in his mind until he got them right. That, and his 
near perfect memory of the exact quantities she had used, allowed him to 
mix the right ingredients in the right proportions at the right time. 

She only frowned once. “You put in too much Chamomile and 
Lavender,” she said. 

Alex frowned, slowly shaking his head. “No. These plants are less 
potent than the ones you had out last night.” 

She arched her brow. “Really.” 

He had nodded intently, too lost in his work to realize that he might be 
speaking a bit too frankly with her. “Yes. By about 15 and 20 percent 


respectively.” He blinked and grimaced. “I hope you don’t mind me 
accounting for differences in ingredient potency.” 

Far from being offended, she seemed amused. “Alright, Alex. I'll let 
you play apothecary. I’ll judge you when you’re finished. 

Basic Potion of Bliss successfully compounded with 100% median 
market potency. 

Basic Potion of Calm successfully compounded with 115% median 
market potency. 

The pill press was trickier and required the precise application of 
technique and strength, a bemused Liu Li helping him with this as well, 
though he insisted in completing a second batch from scratch, earning a soft 
chuckle and what he thought was an admiring nod for his work ethic. 

Two Batches of Basic Rejuvenation Pills successfully created at 95% 
Median Market Potency. 

He frowned, bowing his head to his mentor. “I apologize. The pills are 
only 95% of what they should be. I’ll have to practice a bit more and see 
what I got wrong.” 

However, a frowning Liu Li was delicately sniffing all his pills and 
tinctures, giving him the oddest look. "They all smell and taste, well, 
perfect. And I was watching you the whole time. Save for a couple of steps 
you missed with the Potion of Calm, you did everything right. And even 
that potion tastes as it should." 

Alex carefully kept a straight face, having eliminated two unnecessary 
steps that were actually hindering the efficacy of that potion, hence why he 
got the tiny boost when creating it. 

She continued peering intently at him all through an awkward lunch, her 
father having darted off when a man who radiated danger, for all that he had 
been dressed in the most innocuous-looking scholar's robes, had come by, 
apparently to fetch his services for his master. 

She had caught his wide-eyed regard when the man had entered the 
store, slipping past other customers who seemed not even to register him, 
Liu Li giving Alex such a kick to his shin that his leg throbbed even now, 
despite his oddly quick recuperative abilities, her hot glare having made it 
clear that he should immediately look away, and he did. 

“Don’t worry about Father,” she softly said. “He’ll be fine.” 

Alex swallowed and nodded, glad the family closed their store for the 
midday meal as he was given to understand most people did, though a 


knock if matters were urgent was something he was told to be ready for 
with a polite smile, should it happen. “He definitely seemed... intense, the 
guy he went with.” 

For some reason, Liu Li paled. "You can sense it?" 

Alex was going to play dumb, but the look in her eyes... he nodded. 
“He didn’t seem like a student or scholar, but like a very dangerous man 
pretending to be something he was not, to better blend in.” 

“You’re correct,” she said. “And if you can sense that, it’s best you 
never let them know.” 

“Who are ‘they?’” 

She tilted her head. “Do you remember when we spoke of the Jianghu 
sect, the other day?” 

Alex winced, immediately thinking of Broken Fang and his ribs, which 
were feeling remarkably better, for all that Liu Jian had refused to remove 
the compress for at least a few more days. “All too well.” 

She smirked at that. “Good. Then I don’t really need to say anything 
else, do [?” 

Alex shook his head, immediately understanding why Broken Fang had 
been so deferential. Though he could tell Liu Jian was a good man, 
someone who both went out of his way to deliver medications to people in 
dire straits as well as extending Alex mercy he would one day pay him back 
ten-fold for, it was clear that Liu Jian provided some type of service that the 
Jianghu sect valued. Maybe it was something like those mystical cultivation 
pills Alex had read about in so many Wuxia novels. Maybe the services he 
provided were far darker than that. Either way, it wasn’t really his concern. 


CuLtivaTIon Pius. The very thought excited him, though he knew now 
was the time to be utterly diligent and impress his hosts with his grasp of 
the basics and completely earn their trust before he dared to broach that 
subject, or even ask for the most basic assistance with finding a cultivation 
technique that might be appropriate for him. 

For now, he just needed to earn their trust and respect as the lowliest of 
employees, as much pet project as errand boy. 

But with a little time and patience, he expected that to change. 

And what kept him going right now, filling him with a sense of growth 
and accomplishment, was his own increase in skill level after spending the 


rest of the week diligently working at Liu Li’s side. 

Congratulations! Biochemical Mastery is now Rank 4! 

You may now synthesize balms to any poison previously exposed or 
adverse reactions from any compounded formulae learned! 

You may now directly synthesize any poison or compounded formulae 
learned! 

(Poisons and cures may be synthesized with ingredients on hand or via 
saliva. Note: Limited quantities of said substances can be internally 
generated per day. Fatigue penalty may apply. Nutritional deficit penalty 
may apply.) 

You have mastered and have full immunity to all adverse effects from: 8 
Ancient Poisons, 15 Basic Botanical Formulae, and 5 Apprentice Botanical 
Formulae. You have achieved complete immunity from adverse effects from 
all Standard Reagents within Apothecary. (You do not have immunity to 
Secured Ingredients within Apothecary.) 

Immunity to the effects of all caustic compounds or inhaled irritants is 
now 40%. 

Alex couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear when Liu Li declared the 
day done. 

“Fantastic job, Alex. You really have a knack for this,” she said over 
their evening meal, Liu Jian giving a like-minded nod. 

“I’ve had worse apprentices,” he grumbled at last, Alex quickly bowing 
his head, taking it as the golden compliment it was. 

“T’ll do my best to honor your trust with diligence and hard work,” he 
said, earning snorts from both of his companions. 

“No need for such deferential talk, Alex.” Liu Jian peered at him 
intently, giving a slow nod of approval. “I admit that I had my doubts, but 
you’ve proven yourself a natural herbalist. With hard work and dedication, I 
think you have the potential to go as far as a man can go, who isn’t actually 
born with the ability to commune with Heaven and Earth.” 

Alex’s gaze turned puzzled, but he quickly dipped his head. “Thank you 
for the high praise, Master Liu. But what’s this about communing with 
Heaven and Earth?” 

“He means cultivating,’ Liu Li said, slurping her fish stew. 
“Obviously.” 

Alex felt his heart start to race as everything suddenly popped into clear 
focus, feeling as if he was sailing down the most peaceful of rivers, and a 


choice was before him. One tributary, he was somehow certain, would lead 
to a life of peace and contentment, no unexpected currents and eddies, and a 
gentle passing into winter’s embrace as the sedate stream petered out, many 
years from now. 

The other fork was shrouded in mist, and he could hear the dangerous 
rapids just ahead. Still, he sensed the power and potency of that channel 
growing exponentially. Yet all those who dared that fork would have a 
tumultuous life filled with whirlpools and rapids, with the promise of the 
glorious sea spurring them ever forward. 

For a heartbeat he savored that halcyon moment of endless possibility, 
that snapshot in time. Then he let out his breath and made his choice. 

Catching Liu Li’s gaze, he put on his best smile. “I’m curious about this 
cultivating thing I hear you and Master Liu referring to. Can you tell me 
more about it?” 

Liu Li grinned and Alex felt fate and destiny shift around him. “You 
don’t know about gathering the energy of Heaven and Earth and converting 
it to Qi? Slowly opening your meridian gateways and unlocking the secret 
powers of the body and mind? And that’s just the first of many steps.” 

Alex smiled back. “I’d love to know all you’d be willing to teach me.” 

Liu Li flashed a painfully sympathetic smile. “It’s not like alchemical 
formulae, Alex. You can’t just learn how to cultivate if you don’t have the 
innate ability to open your meridian gates.” 

Liu Jian snorted. “A Ruidian with gates instead of jewels in his head. It 
would be an insult if it weren’t so absurd as to be comical.” 

Alex forced a smile. “Humor me. Or better yet, humor the old fox I 
sometimes hear you both referring to, whenever something unexpected 
comes up.” 

Liu Jian furrowed his brows then shrugged. “Why not? Tomorrow is 
End Day, and you’re both free to do as you like.” He flashed an evil smile. 
“T’m warning you, however, the surge of Qi you will feel when I measure 
your meridians will likely knock you out for at least a full day, and you'll 
owe me if you're out for two, sleeping in on a workday." 

Alex blinked, caught Liu Li’s gaze, and realized he was being honored. 
“Thank you, Elder, I would be grateful.” 

The older man snorted. “It’s been a very long time since I was called 
‘Elder’ by anyone. And even longer since I bothered teaching at that 
damned school.” 


Alex blinked, blood rushing to his head. “Wait... you were an 
instructor?” 

Liu Li bowed her head, the elder’s gaze hardening. 

Alex winced, immediately flowing into a bow. “This one apologizes for 
his foolish words.” 

“Not like you could know,” Liu Jian snorted. “Now come over here. 
Let’s see if there’s anything more to you than 90% of the wide-eyed 
applicants that would flood Dragon Temple every year.” 

And before long Alex found himself sitting in the center of what he 
thought of as the meditative garden, for all that he would catch Liu Li 
training with her long spear there most mornings, wrapping up her morning 
workout by the time he cracked open his eyes and greeted the dawn, 
knowing he could expect a dainty toe in his ribs if he overslept. 

He took a deep breath, his senses invigorated as always by the bracing 
scents of the exotic herbs and flowers lining the edges of the garden, the 
center of the backyard left lush with a thick carpet of wild grass that could 
withstand the tread of sparring feet. 

“Are you ready, Alex?” 

Alex nodded, saying nothing as Liu Jian placed his palms upon heart 
and temple, smiling as a curious trickle of warmth flowed into him. 

Liu Jian gasped. 

His eyes widened as he stumbled back, gazing at Alex with something 
uncomfortably close to wonder. 

Alex furrowed his brow, suddenly worried. 

The man was pale as a sheet, gasping for breath. 

“Father!” His daughter raced to his side, before turning to glare daggers 
at Alex. “What did you do to him?” 

Alex felt his heart skip a beat. If looks could kill... 

"It's alright, my child," Liu Jian hastily assured, taking a deep breath, 
and the odd, gasping pallor was gone as if it had never been. "I was 
merely... startled, that's all." 

Liu Li furrowed her brow. Alex would have thought she looked 
absolutely adorable, had he not been so shaken himself. “Are you sure, 
Father?” 

“Quite.” He smiled ruefully at Alex. “It seems both that I was wrong 
about you, and that WiFu will always have his little jests.” 

Alex and Liu Li both blinked at that. 


“Father, what are you talking about?” 

He sighed. “It appears that our instant dismissal of Alex was a 
disservice to him.” 

Liu Li paled, turning to Alex with a certain amount of incredulity in her 
gaze. “Wait... you’re saying he can cultivate?” 

Liu Jian sighed, and suddenly Alex’s bubbling euphoria plummeted as 
the man slowly shook his head. 

“Tt’s a complicated conundrum, and quite worthy of the Silver Fox. In 
summation, our new apprentice does indeed have the potential to cultivate. 
But his meridian gateways are massive. Far more massive than any mortal's 
channels have a right to be. It is as if, instead of a pearl of impurities he 
must cleanse, pure Light Qi coagulated with the waste products of our 
mortal lives, the blockages within his gates are the size of boulders." 

Alex blinked, speechless, almost imagining a trio of laughing gods 
putting the upstart mortal who dared to dream of walking among them in 
his place. 

Liu Jian blinked. “The size of boulders?” 

"Metaphorically." Her father sighed. "And the Qi and waste are so 
thoroughly intermixed it is almost as if they were one and the same, 
somehow." He frowned, shaking his head. "A shimmering gray, not the 
black and white striations I expected to sense. I fear that even the best 
purification technique would do little good at breaking through the 
blockages, and the amount of debris clogging his gates is of a density I have 
never seen before.” 

He flashed a sad smile. "At least no one can say you are anything less 
than human. Clearly, you have ancestors among the true folk, however odd 
your straw-colored hair and ice-blue eyes. But it is unlikely you will ever 
manage to cleanse even one meridian channel within this lifetime. At least, 
not without intense dedication and effort." 

Alex paled, doing his best to crush the feeling of despair that had tainted 
so much of his final year back on Earth. "Alright," he nodded. "So we've 
ascertained that I do have meridian gates strong enough to cycle Qi the way 
a cultivator does, but they are so vast and filled with so much, well, junk, 
that it will take a hell of a lot of effort to fully cleanse even a single 
gateway. But if that’s so, there should be a significant payoff, right? I mean, 
if I have extra-large gates, that has to mean something, right?” 


Liu Jian flashed a sympathetic smile. “Large as they are, you could 
expect an immediate increase to strength vitality, and overall connection to 
your physical environment, just with the passive Qi you are able to absorb 
suddenly flooding your body. But you have to understand that the time 
commitment involved would be... considerable.” 

Alex swallowed, jerking a nod, immediately bowing from the waist. 
"Then, esteemed Elder Liu, if you would be willing to teach this lowly one 
whatever cultivation techniques are best for cleansing meridian gateways, I 
would be extremely grateful." 

The old man blinked and snorted, giving a wry shake of his head even if 
his eyes twinkled with approval. "Stubborn one, aren't you? All the more 
determined to prove yourself when the Fates themselves would rather you 
didn't." 

He gave satisfied nod. “I like that. Alright, Alex, let me teach you the 
techniques most suited to purifying your Qi and opening your gate.” And 
for all that he made it sound like a simple thing, Alex found himself 
spending most of the evening learning the proper ways to sit himself, 
position his hands, and breathe. 

Whenever he wanted to ask a question, he would receive a rap on his 
forehead with curt orders just to breathe, to feel, to listen. He swallowed his 
questions and did his best to follow his mentor’s orders, eyes darting open 
when he suddenly felt it. Like wisps of fog, the aroma of a stimulating cup 
of coffee, the soothing scent of jasmine, all of that and more he sensed 
when he tasted the first trickle of spiritual energy from his surroundings 
and, it seemed, the starry night sky above, flood into his being. 

“Master! I can...” 

Crack. 

Alex winced. It was all he could do to hold to the meditative state and 
breathing patterns he was just beginning to grasp. 

“Silence! Think less with your tongue and more with your ears and 
heart, boy!” 

But Alex had already closed his eyes, embracing the cycle of breathing 
he was being taught, imagining it like a cleansing whirlpool washing away 
the incredibly hard and compact ball of blockage clogging his meridian 
gates. 

Purification technique: Cleansing Breath learned at Novice proficiency. 
Relative efficiency = 2% of baseline technique. 


Alex’s grimaced at this. Only 2%? And what was baseline? 

“But Father, you want him to try cultivating all night? He has never had 
even an hour-long session before, and he’|] be exhausted tomorrow.” 

“Or energize him like never before.” 

“Well, yes, Father, but I wouldn’t want him working in the back, his 
mind caught between wakefulness and sleep.” 

"It's a good thing tomorrow is our day off then, isn't it? And yes, 
Daughter, this is a test. If there is even a chance that Alex has potential, if 
he shows both the discipline to stick with it and the tiniest improvement to 
his meridians, then it is worth pushing him. Because, so far, I have treated 
him as a homeless lad worthy of pity and perhaps an apprenticeship. But if 
the path of the cultivator is to be the one he walks, he will have to be forged 
in fire if he is to have any hope of enduring the trials that await one such as 
he.” 

Even with his eyes closed, Alex could sense Liu Li’s frown. 

“You mean people like me.” 

Her father didn’t deny it. “I will never forgive Dragon Temple for their 
treatment of your mother, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be of tremendous 
benefit to our young friend here. If he can prove himself worthy. If he can 
actually master his own limitations and break through to student status.” 

“Tf he can walk the path of the body cultivator, like me.” 

“You’ve already opened four gates, my dear. You surpass many royal 
soldiers in terms of potential.” 

“And that’s why I’m going to join the Royal Reserves. With a soldier’s 
status, the school’s hostility against our clan means nothing, since nothing 
trumps a royal decree. It’s why you’re allowed to work here, even after 
everything that happened at the school.” 

Her father sighed. “Conversations for another day. Come, Daughter. 
We’re dueling with long spears, first thing in the morning.” 

And Alex paid no mind as the two left, the back door to the house 
sliding slowly shut, focused as he was on feeling the flow of Heaven and 
Earth energies coursing through him, doing his best to channel them into 
helping him break through his meridian blockages. 

Slowly, imperceptibly, he felt his breathing steady, a constant stream of 
energy building within him as he meditated, invigorating his mind in ways 
different than sleep, finally getting the message he was waiting for. 


Purification technique: Cleansing Breath learned at Apprentice 
proficiency. Relative efficiency = 3% of maximum efficiency. 

Only to find the smooth sheen of the blockage’s gray surface all but 
impervious to the howling winds of his mind desperately trying to scrub 
free the contaminants. 

He did not allow himself to get discouraged, merely falling into the 
pattern of deep, cleansing breaths that he had learned so well. For someone 
who might have spent a thousand years in deep, meditative contemplation, 
he found spending the entire night in constant meditation a bit more 
difficult than he thought it should be, but still managed to persevere. 

Cleansing Breath relative efficiency = 3.25%. 

It was only as dawn lightened the heavens that he got a message that 
surprised him. 

Cleansing Breathe technique now ingrained. Do you wish to use stored 
souls towards your next level? Warning: Soul use efficiency will only be 
3.25% of ideal. 

Alex blinked, surprised more than anything else, and of course it was at 
that moment that Liu Jian snorted behind him. 

“Couldn’t keep it up for a full night, could you? Alright, let’s see if that 
did any good for you, whatsoever.” 

“No, I was meditating, sir!” He protested as the elder man placed his 
hands upon temple and abdomen. “It’s just that...” 

“Silence.” 

Long moments passed. 

Liu Jian stepped away with a sad sigh. “Nothing. I’m sorry, Alex, no 
change in you at all.” 

Alex grimaced. “I know. I’ve been trying to chip away at them all night. 
It’s just that even with all those hours of practice, my Cleansing Breath is 
only 3.25% of what it could be, just the tiniest sliver of what someone who 
had mastered these techniques would be capable of. The good news is that I 
have so much room to grow into my skills. With more practice and 
increased efficiency, I know I’ll break through. Someday.” 

The other man gave a sad shake of his head. “It’s good to dream. Now 
let’s teach you something useful. The reality is that most people have no 
cultivation potential at all, so a good knowledge of battle arts can prove 
quite useful to anyone. After all, you’re far more likely to be mugged by a 


desperate person hungry for food or coin, and much less likely to be 
troubled by a cultivator. Understood?” 

Alex nodded. 

“Good. Because every man is also expected to be reserve-ready, should 
our city ever fall under siege, or otherwise go to war. So, from today 
forward, you will train with Liu Li in the garden, instead of sleeping half 
the morning away every day.” 

Alex blinked before slowly grinning. “You’re going to train me to use 
the long spear like Liu Li?” 

The older man nodded. “Of course! A long spear, good armor, and good 
unit training make all the difference between life and death on the killing 
fields. Ideally, you’ll have between two and four additional ranks of 
pikemen, each row with spears ready to skewer any enemy that breaks 
through the front line of spear heads.” 

Alex blinked. “Like the Macedonian Phalanx. Thanks to them, 
Alexander the Great conquered a large portion of the known world.” 

Liu Jian frowned. “I never heard of this Alexander. Is he your 
namesake? But it seems you understand. Good. Get up and stretch, your 
armor’s laid out.” 

Blinking, a bemused Alex found himself both weary and indescribably 
energized, as if a different part of his mind than usual had enjoyed a restful 
night’s sleep while he had been cultivating. 

He still smiled with wonder when he thought of how amazing it felt, 
feeling the spiritual energies of Heaven and Earth flowing through him. But 
upon learning he was only at 3.25% efficiency, and rapidly topping off, he 
knew he needed a far, far better technique before he would have a hope of 
cleansing his meridians within this lifetime, let alone think of using his 
stored souls to cleanse his meridians which was how he suspected he would 
level up in this world, assuming that even applied here. 

The armor he donned was mostly lamellar comprised of boiled rawhide 
plates covered with a hard, glossy lacquer that Liu Jian explained would 
help deflect arrows and spear tips before they could bite through the already 
extremely tough material. The bronze helmet was open-faced, though it did 
have a nose guard and cheek guards, and looked like a cross between the 
European and East Asian helms he used to admire looking at pictures of in 
museums and online. 


Alex was pleased to find that it was actually quite comfortable and his 
senses were in no way impaired by it. He recalled reading that outside of 
cavalry charges or warding against storms of arrows, many knights who 
used more restrictive helms would fight with their visors raised, finding the 
impaired vision more of a hindrance than the armor was protection. 

Though his pike and sword were blunt practice replicas, the real things 
would be made of high-quality steel. When he asked why the armor itself 
wasn't, Liu Li had given him a dirty look. 

“If you want endless forests filled with mystery, peril, and magical 
beasts, we have that. To say nothing of relics from bygone ages, magical 
wonders, and shadow empires lost within the limitless expanse of our 
world. And the royal storehouses have so much bronze in storage, thanks to 
thousands of years of cast forging arms and armaments, that we could 
potentially equip half the city! And after countless centuries with access to 
trade-routes bringing in a fortune in copper and tin every year, our bronze 
smiths have learned the secrets of casting bronze stronger and more resilient 
than ever before. 

"So too, we have yearly crops of treated hides from so many sheep, 
cattle, oxen, and other creatures, to say nothing of magical beasts, that the 
kingdom has the resources to equip millions of troops with the best quality 
lamellar armor, comprised of rawhide scales boiled in glue and treated with 
chemicals and a hardening lacquer so most arrows bounce right off, and 
only the most powerful thrusts of spear, sword, or Qi-enhanced techniques 
are going to blow through. 

“And yes, Alex. The best quality steel will always be better than the 
best quality bronze. But though we have enough finely forged steel spear 
heads and sword blades to equip an army, we don’t have enough steel mines 
to kit up a million soldiers in heavy plate armor. No one does.” 

She flashed a bemused smile. “But the generals that lead our armies are 
not fools. The front-line soldiers of every pike formation are often equipped 
in full plate armor, such that arrows and crossbow bolts wash off them like 
rain, they serving to shield all the ranks behind them as well.” 

She then gestured to herself with a wry twist to her smile. “And I, being 
a girl, am considered one of the flowers of the empire. So even though I, 
too, may join or be drafted into the Royal Army as a Rank 4 Basic 
Cultivator, I may fight no closer than the back ranks of any pike formation, 
unless the madness of battle dictates otherwise. So the suits of armor we're 


wearing are standard for every non-front line pikeman. Excellent armor that 
will ward most blows and almost any arrow raining down from a distance, 
or ones that skip off the front line's high-quality steel." 

Alex nodded. “That makes sense, though it sounds like this world is 
huge.” 

Liu Li grinned. “You could spend a century just exploring the continent, 
trading as you went, and still not see the end of it. At least, that was the 
account I read of one famous cultivator turned trader who used his long life 
to forge a vast trading empire that was the envy of numerous kings and 
emperors, centuries ago.” 

Alex whistled. “Impressive!” 

Liu Li nodded. “Now pick up your long spear, and let me show you how 
to use it. 

Congratulations! You have achieved Rank 1 in Long Spear. Cross-skill 
learned! You now have rank 1 with all polearms. 

You have achieved Rank 1 in Golden Realm Kung Fu. 

You have achieved Rank 1 with Gladius. 


IT WAS A LONG Day, broken up with rest breaks and the application of fresh 
liniments for sore muscles. Alex’s ribs had long since healed, and he 
couldn’t help chuckling quietly to recognize his own creations upon his 
flesh, healing him at 115% standard efficacy. 

Liu Li wasted no time, showing him the basics of long spear work, 
emphasizing how to thrust accurately and generate speed and power while 
maintaining balance, all at the same time. He learned how to lunge forward 
with a powerful thrust then immediately pull back. Finally, he learned how 
to defend himself from enemy pikemen, including how to weave around an 
opponent’s thrusts, pivoting and dodging while moving his feet only a 
minimum amount as pikemen normally fought as a group, and he learned 
how to parry with the butt end of the spear, raising or lowering or shifting 
the shaft near his hands while keeping the point always in line with his 
target, very different from parrying or maneuvering with the saber or 
quarterstaff or almost any other melee weapon. 

His muscles were burning and his ribs sore once more after a full day of 
practice quickly became their morning routine, with Alex expected to 
practice cultivating for at least two hours every night, from the time dinner 


ended till the house behind his now permanent outside sleeping spot had 
gone dark. Whereupon he would immediately drop into a comatose slumber 
before being kicked awake by his ruthless training partner, her jade green 
eyes always making him blush, as if she were eyeing her favorite pet and 
finding him wanting. 

“Try harder, pup! I’m going easy on you!” she teased exactly two weeks 
from the day they had first started their training together, now pretending 
they were both in the crush of melee, spears dropped, left arm held at angle 
to ward and catch the opponents blade, right hand holding their mock 
gladii, ready to use them the moment they sensed an opening. 

At least Alex now knew the purpose to the metal bar fused to his 
armor’s forearm, using it to block Liu Li’s quick thrust before twisting his 
hand around to catch the blade with his mail-lined gauntlet, slamming 
forward with his right hand in a powerful low thrust that would have seen 
her disemboweled in a real fight. 

Before crying out as he suddenly found himself flipped off his feet, 
crashing to the ground a heartbeat before Liu Li had twisted atop him, 
grabbing and pinning his arm in a painful lock, her sword now against his 
neck. 

Her brilliant laughter filled him with a curious warmth. He could hear 
her laugh all day and not grow tired of it. “I win, puppy!” 

Alex couldn’t help chuckling. “You totally beat me.” 

She winked, helping him back to his feet. “You’re not too shabby for a 
boy so slender. You’ve studied battle arts somewhere before, I can tell.” 

He shrugged. “Would you believe I was once considered athletic? Of 
course, people aren’t as powerfully built where I’m from. Anyway, I took a 
summer or two of HEMA camp, back in the day, but I know that means 
nothing to you. Put another way... my father was a rich merchant before he 
passed on, and he had me tutored by several martial arts instructors. 
Speaking of which, that was definitely a throw you were using there. | 
thought grappling was taboo amongst cultivators?” 

"Not in warfare," she corrected with a grin. "Anything is fair game 
there. It's an Imperial edict." 

Alex smirked. “Fair enough.” 

“Besides, master cultivators with enough Qi to blast dozens of enemies 
with a single attack? No one’s even going to try to pin them. Just survive 
their onslaught.” 


This made Alex sigh. 

“What’s wrong, puppy?” 

“My piss-poor rate of cultivation. I’m meditating every night, breathing 
just like Master Liu taught me, and I still can’t get above 4% efficiency!” 

Liu Li laughed. “I love how you try to quantize everything, both here 
and in the shop. Sometimes it’s not about exact amounts or numerical 
formulae, but how things feel. Sometimes you just know when your batch is 
going to be perfect, or if your cultivating technique somehow needs to shift. 
I guess what I’m saying is, trust your instincts. It will all come with time.” 

Alex gazed thoughtfully at the knowledgeable girl, self-consciously 
shifting her helmet, and Alex could only imagine that it wasn’t entirely 
comfortable, despite the subtle alterations to her helm that he had spotted. 

“Can you show me your cultivation technique?” 

She grinned. “You already know it.” 

He blinked. “The basic one your father showed me?” 

“Of course. He used to be an instructor at Dragon Academy. Why 
would he teach me anything but the best? Or you, for that matter.” 

“But I thought I was sort of a hopeless cause?” 

She smirked. “True, but your meridian gateways are huge, according to 
Father. If he can somehow help you break through, the prestige he’d get 
would be priceless, and Dragon Temple would be forced to eat crow. And 
besides being a gifted alchemist, for all that school-affiliated students are 
officially forbidden from buying cultivation pills from him, he once 
specialized in bringing new cultivators to Bronze, if he possibly could. So 
why would he give you a less than optimal breakthrough techniques? It 
would be an insult to the revered instructor he once was.” 

Her smile turned sympathetic. “It’s cycling techniques that get tricky, 
being as they are dependent on elemental affinities, temperament, and what 
kind of cultivator you are trying to forge yourself into. And though there are 
other specialized purification techniques to assure not even a trace of 
impurities mix with your Qi, at the early stages, what matters to us more 
than anything else is cleaning our meridians and trying to ascend to 
Bronze." 

Alex nodded. “I think I get it. Break through to Bronze, then forge 
personal links between your meridians according to whatever pattern will 
best aid your interests, elemental affinities, and ability to hit Silver status, 
down the road." 


“True. But very, very few people have the foundation to achieve Silver. 
Once you make it to Bronze, then you definitely want to take great care in 
choosing the cycling technique that will best suit your strengths. 
Fortunately for most, they only have affinity with a single element, and 
every academy, temple, and school has many single affinity manuals. 
Things get tricky if you have affinity with multiple elements. A few people 
even have affinity with all five elements. If they are lucky, they will find a 
patron who will gift them with appropriate cycling manuals, those masters 
then enjoying prestige from fostering such rare and valuable students." 

Alex smiled at this, filled with a sudden sense of excitement. He 
couldn’t help visualizing himself as a cultivator, being a part of epic battles 
or rescuing villages from dangerous spirit beasts. Perhaps he would focus 
on exploring this vast, mysterious world, savoring its wonders and mystery, 
as he established a grand mercantile empire of his own. He would train, 
cultivate, and discover as many of the world’s secrets as he possibly could, 
until one day he could ascend the steps of immortality, and never have to 
fear the claws of sickness and death again. 

The possibilities were endless. 

Then he winced, rubbing his temple. “Ouch.” 

“You were daydreaming,” Liu Li smirked. “No doubt fantasizing about 
a glorious life as a cultivator, like most kids do.” 

He shrugged and smiled. “Guess I’m guilty.” 

Her gaze softened. “Please don’t be too mad if it doesn’t work out, 
Alex.” 

He swallowed, lowering his gaze. “I know. My meridian gates are 
blocked by massive amounts of detritus, and even your father’s esteemed 
purification technique is making little headway. It’s like I’m looking at an 
impossibly tall tree filled with impossibly luscious fruit, but I’ll never be 
able to get to them.” 

Liu Li smirked. "Such are the double-edged gifts of the fox. But who 
knows? You're clever enough for a clueless foreigner. Maybe you’ll think of 
some way to have a breakthrough." 

Alex smirked at that, rubbing his small copper ring with the ball of his 
thumb like he often found himself doing when deep in thought. 

Liu Li frowned, her hand darting out to catch his own. “What is that?” 

Alex shrugged, heart suddenly pounding, trying to keep his cool. “It’s a 
ring that was given to me a while ago. I know it doesn’t look like much, but 


it has definite sentimental value.” 

Liu frowned. “It’s an ugly little ring. A nice silver ring would look 
much better against your pale skin.” 

“T don’t mind. I think it suits me.” 

She shrugged. “It’s your body, do what you will. You going to 
cultivate?” 

Alex nodded, soon positioning himself to do just that, knowing by now 
that Liu Li did the same from her private rooftop sanctuary overlooking the 
garden which, Alex was assured, had Heaven and Earth Qi just as rich as 
that which Alex enjoyed every day, despite the slight nip in the air. 

He found his fingers fiddling with his copper ring while he tried to 
focus on meditation, realizing he hadn’t done that much to test the limits of 
his divine gift. Of course, he hadn’t wanted to rob his hosts or disappear or 
go catatonic in front of them, but really, he knew he could be doing more. 

First thing’s first, figuring it out a bit better than he had. 

He plucked a blade of grass, placing it against his ring, imagining it 
safely planted in a rich fecund bed of soil he visualized within his mind, 
recalling that he could visualize whatever structure he wished within his 
ring. 

He then took a deep breath, placed his fingers against the ring and 
imagined not putting his hand in it directly, but just pressing it against the 
surface of the ring before popping free, into his hand. 

He blinked to find his fingertips around a single blade of grass. 

He couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear. 

Wasting not another moment, he plucked free Silver Fox’s Divine 
Purification Manual, rereading the key points about successfully separating 
and refining both his Dark and Light Qi. From the cycling manual he 
understood how WiFu cycled his purified Qi in the divine pattern that 
allowed him to use his strengths and elements best, giving him a foundation 
no mortal could hope to match. 

And it was completely worthless to him, being as he had affinity with 8 
core elements and Silver Fox, for all that he was a divine power, had 
affinity with only 4 that Alex could recognize, and it seemed the mortal 
cultivators of this world only acknowledged 5 in any case. So how the heck 
would he find a manual that suited him? 

He then flipped further in the second cultivation manual, finding great 
comfort in the fact that he had what amounted to a divine manual that could 


teach him how to perfectly cycle his Dark Qi through mirror meridian 
pathways. But he knew he would need an equally strong cultivation 
technique for his eight Light Qi affinities if that power was to be properly 
contained and not end up using him as much as he would use it. 

He knocked his ring against the tome in his hands, finally understanding 
the knack for sending it back into storage. 

When he suddenly froze, gazed at the ring, and savored another one of 
those perfect moments, understanding at last what an idiot he was being. 

Silver Fox himself said that his ring was capable of storing anything, 
and he could visualize any sort of container or other object he wished 
within the landscape of his ring, being as it was a divine fusion of space and 
dream. 

He felt a jolt of hope and wonder shoot through him, needing only a 
single question answered before he began his experiments. 


¢ ¢ ou wish to know how one might store Qi?” 
Alex nodded as Liu Jian furrowed his brows. “That’s 
actually a fascinating topic, though I am curious as to what 
inspired that line of questioning?” 

Alex shrugged, careful with his words, and even more careful not to tell 
a direct lie to a man he so admired. "It occurred to me as I was trying to 
cultivate, that it might help me if I had some way to store whatever Qi I 
managed to break free of my blockage? I know normally it cycles naturally 
through the peripheral channels of our body until we reach the Bronze stage 
and begin to forge our own channels, as close to perfection as we can 
manage. But perhaps right now, if I could find a way to store that Qi, it 
might work far better with a technique designed to my strengths." 

The older man snorted and took a thoughtful sip of his tea. “I’m afraid 
you’ll need far more than a modified technique to help you past this first 
bottleneck you are faced with, but I will humor you. Only artifact grade 
items can actually store Qi, and these are only found in objects of circular 
or infinite construction, like an earring, finger ring, bracelet, or the like. 
And I have only seen rough sketches of these treasures. These artifacts are 
so precious that few outside kings and the emperor that rules all those 
nations sworn under him will have this toy in plentiful supply. An 
occasional powerful lord might be fortunate enough to buy, discover, or 
steal such a prize, but he will make sure no one ever knows about it, lest his 
liege lord demand it as tribute immediately.” 


He shrugged thoughtfully. "Though except for storing Qi in preparation 
for battle, it is of limited use for day to day cultivation. For the most part, 
you use the Qi you generate to further refine and better yourself, your 
potential, your storage capacity, and the strength of your meridian pathways 
and Dantian cores." 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Cores?” 

Liu Jian sighed. “Yes. Multiple cores become active, cycling and 
refining Qi into pure Wu Wei, for those who ascend to Gold. And few save 
kings and emperors and their deadliest assassins ever achieve such a feat. 
Best to put it out of mind immediately. Even a Silver is a cultivator of 
considerable renown, able to teach at any academy he desires. And less than 
one in a hundred thousand, or perhaps it is closer to one in a quarter million, 
achieve even the first rank of Silver." 

Alex winced. “Got it, ’ll keep my sights set on a Silver’s single core.” 
For now. 

The alchemist laughed. “Keep your sights on opening a single gate! 
Then set your sights on the next and the next. Perhaps in a century or two, 
you’ll actually be ready to forge your first Bronze channel. And with your 
massive meridian gates, perhaps you’ll even be given those extra years as 
Qi revitalizes and replenishes your physical form.” 

He flashed a gentle smile. "It's a thousand-mile path you walk, child. 
And you but take the first steps. No need to sprint this early in your 
journey." 

Alex bowed his head. “So, Qi storage devices are useful for battle, are 
always in a circular shape, and have little use in speeding cultivation rates.” 

The older man nodded. "In the wilds surrounding our city, certain herbs, 
flowers, and blossoms are also natural vessels for Qi, and are key 
components in Cultivation pills. Even these, however, require a master 
alchemist to forge, and are far beyond what the common cultivator can 
afford, unless they are affiliated with an academy or the like." 

Alex smiled. “Understood. I don’t suppose you have any sketches of 
these plants or artifacts?” 

His benefactor snorted, his expression warring between exasperated and 
amused, and when he eventually brought back several dusty scrolls and one 
tome, Alex was awed by the exquisite illustrations that made the depicted 
objects come alive in his mind’s eye. 


His smile only widened when his master, seemingly pleased with his 
interest, came back with several exotic-looking plants and one opalescent 
lozenge that seemed to glow to his inner eye. 

His eyes widened. “Is that what I think it is?” 

The older man glowered, as if suddenly regretting his desire to show 
them off. “Don’t you dare take it and swallow it. You’ll make an enemy of 
your only friend and it won’t do you that much good, so great are the 
ridiculous blockages within your meridian matrix.” 

Alex swallowed, bowing his head. “Understood. Even to look at them is 
an honor. If it’s not too impertinent... may I smell them?” 

The man’s eyes widened, before he chuckled ruefully. “Had I not seen 
how well you work by my daughter’s side, compounding tinctures and 
compresses just as well as she after only a few weeks’ time, and your 
obsessive need to smell and taste everything, I would point you to the door 
right now. As it stands?” He sighed. 

“You may smell them, Alex, but put your lips on nothing.” 

Alex nodded, catching the faintest whiff of everything. 

You have discovered Lotus Blossom — Median Market Potency 
Unknown. 

You have discovered Qi Blossom — Median Market Potency Unknown. 

You have discovered Golden Apple — Median Market Potency Unknown. 

You have discovered Lesser Cultivation Pill — Grants Cultivator 5000 
cultivation points. 


ALEX BLINKED, stepping back, bowing formally at the waist. “This one is 
humbly grateful for the personal instruction.” 

Liu Jian snorted. “Then ‘this one’ should go and enjoy the rest of his 
day off, as I am trying to enjoy mine!” His gaze narrowed. “But not with 
my daughter.” 

Alex blinked and flushed. “But I never even...” 

“T know. Which is why my words alone buffet your ear. But you are 
both at an age ripe for trouble, and both of you touched by the fox. If there 
was ever a recipe for disaster...” 

Alex swallowed, bowing his head. “I will do my best not to disappoint 
you, Master Liu.” 


Barely able to contain his excitement and assuring himself a bit of 
privacy behind the centermost tree in the meditation courtyard, Alex took a 
deep breath, opened WiFu's divine manual, and committed to memory his 
patron's fascinating technique for visualizing his blocked gates and, indeed, 
his Qi as a whole, as a knotted mass of Dark and Light Qi that merely 
needed to be carefully unwound and separated from each other to open the 
path to perfect refining and the first step along an incredible path to power. 

After what seemed hours of frustration, his fuzzy visualization of the 
topmost meridian blockage snapped into clear focus in his mind’s eye, his 
heart racing with excitement and a strange fatigue after focusing for so 
many hours as he finally sensed the infinitely intricate strands of obsidian 
black and brilliant Light Qi that made up that massive shiny gray pearl 
blocking his meridian gate. 

Then, after finally finding exposed strands within that titanic spool of 
Qi, he imagined grabbing both the Dark and Light threads, then carefully 
using the divine fox's technique of slipping one strand through the other in a 
method so complex Alex wondered if WiFu had somehow found a way to 
hop dimensions so as to bypass tangled knots entirely. 

Peripherally he could sense his own dripping sweat, hear his own 
ragged breathing, knowing he was somehow pushing himself to the very 
edge of what he was capable of. 

He forced his breathing to the steady rhythm WiFu taught in his 
manuals as he took that last crucial step, visualizing within his storage 
artifact a band of perfect darkness, that glowed with the sheen of endless 
night. 

He then carefully visualized threading that strand of Dark Qi he had 
gathered through his storage ring and into the obsidian band sitting upon an 
end table by the comfortable leather chair within his visualized library. 

His vision seemed to waver as he encountered tremendous resistance, 
like sprinting up a steep incline, only this weariness transcended the flesh 
and bit into his very soul. 

And then he was through. 

He took an awed gasp as he felt the Dark Qi spiral away into storage, 
almost like it was being drawn into a massive gravity well, and Alex 
suddenly found it almost effortless spooling up the potent Light Qi he 
sensed sparkling with all the hues of his 8 elemental affinities, allowing the 
Qi to flow through his body, saturating the peripheral channels that were 


very different from the perfect ones he one day hoped to forge, but quite 
adept for invigorating his physical body and, if the tales were true, naturally 
extending his life. 

Baseline Dual-Path Purification Technique Successfully Learned! You 
are now cultivating at 50% of peak efficiency. 

Alex’s eyes widened, so thrilled by the news that it was all he could do 
to keep his focus on mastering the technique, making sure it was so well 
ingrained he could initiate it again effortlessly at will. His rate of refinement 
had just jumped 12-fold, and with enough practice and discipline, he hoped 
to one day achieve true mastery. 

What had been incredibly difficult soon became exhilarating. A 
desperate trudge uphill had become a race down the other side, his 
familiarity growing as his body filled with glorious refined Qi. 

Dual-Path Purification Technique now at 55% of peak efficiency. 

Alex blinked and gasped, gazing at a concerned-looking Liu Li kitted in 
full armor with her pike held high. He rubbed his eyes as the first rays of 
dawn speared his eyes. 

"Alex, why are you out here? You didn't make a sound, and I could have 
speared you!" She tilted her head, a curious smile pulling the corner of her 
soft red lips. "Were you really out here, cultivating all night? You're going 
to be crap in the shop, but at least you’re finally showing the heart of a true 
cultivator.” She gave a sad shake of her head. “Not that you’re likely to 
clear more than a single gateway in this lifetime, but at least you have the 
Spirit, now.” 

She flashed a wicked smile. "Now go kit up. This might actually be 
good for you. Soldiers don't have the luxury of always fighting well-rested, 
and at your non-existent rank, meditating all night won't make up for zero 
sleep. So prepare to train your heart out, Alex, I'm going to push you like 
never before." 

Alex groaned, his euphoria of moments ago replaced by dread. 

He didn’t even bother telling Liu Li about his breakthrough. She’d 
probably laugh at him unless he actually pulled out one of the tomes gifted 
to him by Silver Fox, and he wasn’t quite ready to do that yet. 

Still, he kitted up like a good sport, prepared for the worst, and was not 
disappointed. 

For all that his limbs were bursting with energy that morning, his 
reflexes were a bit lacking. His partner managed to see through all his feints 


and evade nearly all his blows, his own body soon throbbing under her 
wickedly fast barrage of counterstrikes, even with all of his armor on. 

Still, the look and approving nod she gave him was a balm for sore 
muscles, though it caught him off guard. 

“You did well, today, Alex. I’m impressed.” 

Alex winced. "My limbs have never felt stronger, but my reflexes feel a 
bit off." 

She smiled. “Your sense of self and environment start to change when 
you embrace cultivating. Even if you haven’t yet broken through, it’s 
already helping to forge you into a better you.” 

Alex chuckled. “Boy, I wouldn’t mind being a better me.” 

She laughed at that, patting his armored shoulder. “Once you freshen 
up, meet me in the shop. I think you’re going to be okay to work today.” 
She gave a rueful shake of her head at the clothes he had carefully laid out, 
the same ones he had worn every day since he had arrived. “I still can’t 
believe those are the same clothes! They never wrinkle, stain, or wear out, 
not a lick of dirt or sweat stays on them, and they always smell like a fresh 
spring day.” 

She smirked. "If I didn't think that fairy tale you sometimes tease me 
with was so outrageous... I'd almost believe you." 

“Just because of the clothes WiFu gave me?” 

She solemnly nodded. “Those clothes would be worth a fortune if you 
dared tell anyone that you never needed to wash or clean them, that stains 
just slide right off, and not a single thread is starting to fray.” 

She frowned and bent down, drawing her blade and sawing at the hem. 

“Hey!” Alex said, shocked to see her trying to tear a hole in his silk 
shirt. 

She smirked. “Relax. I wasn’t cutting hard, but even with no more 
pressure than a twitch of my wrist, I should have torn at least a few threads 
of your changshan. See?” 

She performed the same motion upon a strip of ornamental cloth in her 
armor, and he could see the threads part. “Your shirt’s practically a magical 
treasure!” 

Alex winced. “Please don’t say it too loud. One, I don’t want to be 
robbed of it, or have idiots like Broken Fang think they got something to 
prove trying to ram a knife in my gut, proving a sturdy shirt won’t save my 


life, and I’m quite happy to concede that point without putting it to the 
test!” 

She smirked at his quip. “You’re just rubbing the fact that you don’t 
have to do laundry in our faces.” 

Alex smirked. “Exactly that. For all that you and your father hired Old 
Lady Xiao to wash all your clothes in return for free medicine I know is 
worth far more than the cost of her labor." 

“True. But without us, a gentle autumn would turn to a fierce cruel 
winter wracked by pain, very quickly.” 

Alex bowed his head. “You have a good heart. You and your father 
both.” 

She laughed at that. “And you have room and board to pay for. I’ll see 
you in back, once I change into clothes that weren’t touched by a fox deity.” 

Alex laughed at that, quickly finding that he was at the top of his game 
despite the gentle fog of fatigue taking hold, the excitement of his 
breakthrough and the constant energy coursing through him more than 
making up for his occasional yawn. 

He quickly fell into a pattern of cultivating for 4 hours every evening 
immediately after dinner and rinsing his mouth, finding that the superior 
cultivation plus 6 hours of normal sleep left him as invigorated and 
energized as he had ever felt before in his life. 

As his body subtly began to improve, Liu Jian and his daughter both 
began to increase the intensity of their training, expanding his martial 
techniques and apothecary mastery both. 

And by the end of his third week, the multiple notifications he got filled 
him with a fierce sense of satisfaction. 


Duat-PaATH PURIFICATION TECHNIQUE now at 75% of peak efficiency. 
Congratulations! You have achieved Rank 2 in Long Spear. 
You have achieved Rank 2 in Golden Realm Kung Fu. 
You have achieved Rank 2 with Gladius. 
Your Strength and Vitality have been permanently increased by 1 each. 
You have mastered and have full immunity to all adverse effects from: 8 
Ancient Poisons, 20 Basic Botanical Formulae, and 15 Apprentice 
Botanical Formulae. You have achieved complete immunity from adverse 


effects from all Standard Reagents within Apothecary. (You do not have 
immunity to Secured Ingredients within Apothecary.) 

Immunity to the effects of all caustic compounds or inhaled irritants is 
now 60% 


IF HE HAD A SINGLE REGRET, it was that they still seemed shy about letting 
him work at the front of the store. He would have liked to interact more 
with the customers, but after what happened the first day he had served in 
front, he understood why. 

He had hated the guy from the moment he had walked in the door. Too 
perfect features curled in an arrogant sneer, hair looking like he had come 
out of a salon which was quite a feat in this world, he was dressed in silken 
robes lined with crimson and gold. And from the second those dead black 
eyes met Alex’s own, he snarled and spat. 

“Get out of this store, foreigner. You don’t belong here.” 

Alex ground his teeth, forcing his voice to calmness. “How may I help 
you, honored customer?” 

Cold eyes flashed. The young man curled his fists. “You will bow your 
head when you talk to me, worm. You will show me respect or I will beat it 
out of you, you disgusting piece of filth!” 

Alex felt a cold chill. The arrogant lordling was perhaps the same age as 
Alex, but radiated an arrogant intensity alien to any kid back in his old 
school, endless years ago. And he couldn’t help spotting the dao at the 
guy’s waist, the curved saber-like weapon all too capable of carving him to 
ribbons. 

Heart roaring with an odd mixture of fear and impotent fury, Alex 
bowed at the waist, lowering his gaze to the man’s feet. “How may this 
flawed employee assist the great lord before him?” He did his best to keep 
the mockery out of his voice, but inside he was jeering. The stupid lordling 
appeared momentarily mollified, however. 

“Better. Now go scurry off and tell your master Lai Wei will see him 
immediately.” 

“What is it?” Snapped a frustrated Liu Jian when Alex entered the back, 
waiting endless moments for the man to finish grinding together with 
mortar and pestle the herbs and mushrooms he would later infuse with his 
Qi. Alex immediately recognized the unique scent combination of plants 


that, combined with an alchemist’s gifts, could be used to make the 
humblest of cultivation pills, those designed to help purify one’s Qi and 
break down the impurities blocking a cultivator’s meridian gates. 

Arcane Formulae’ Witnessed: Basic Cultivation Pill. 75% 
Comprehension achieved. - Ingredients recognized. Physical Procedure 
understood. 

You are unable to replicate the mystical elements of said process. You 
presently lack sufficient Qi reserves and elemental mastery to synthesize 
Basic Cultivation Pill. 

Since Alex’s own Dual Path Cultivation Technique was based on 
separating and later making use of both types of Qi, the pills were of limited 
use to him, and Liu Jian had made it quite clear that with the size of Alex’s 
gates and blockages, it would cost a fortune to clear even a single gate. 

“Someone is here to see you, Master." 

He wilted under Liu Jian’s glare. “Then go inform my daughter. You 
know I’m not to be disturbed while compounding!” 

Alex swallowed. “He said his name was Lai Wei.” 

The alchemist paled. "Wait here," he said, before taking a deep breath, 
focusing himself, and proceeding at a sedate pace to the front of the store. 
Alex couldn't help peering through the cracked half-door, his acute hearing 
picking up every word. 

"Here, old man," said the youth once Liu Jian made an appearance, 
handing him a slip of pale green jade shaped much like a playing card in 
length and thickness, perhaps half as wide. "I believe you'll find my father's 
offer for your property more than generous." 

Liu Jian scowled, nevertheless putting the piece of jade against his 
forehead. 

He paled and lurched back. “He wouldn’t dare!” 

“He would,” smirked Lai Wei, too-handsome features twisting with 
contempt. “You’ll have no customers by the time we’re through with you. 
You don’t belong in this city, old man. The school doesn’t want you here, 
and neither do we. And a hundred platinum phoenix for your pathetic little 
blotch of land is more than generous. We know for a fact you purchased all 
of this property for less than a handful of gold after half the block burned 
down. One might almost wonder if you were the one behind the fires.” 

Liu Jian stiffened, his baleful gaze causing the arrogant youth before 
him to pale and step back. Alex’s own eyes widened from where he spied 


the conversation, wondering if this was what was referred to as a ‘killing 
gaze.’ 

“You may tell your father that the answer is no, and will always be no, 
not even if he offers a full dozen spirit stones! Now take your damned slip 
and your sorry ass out of my store!” He roared the last. The nobleman’s son 
had actually tripped in his haste to back away, so deadly was the aura 
radiating from the alchemist, before it suddenly disappeared as the older 
man drew in a steadying breath, and he was just old Master Liu again. 

The boy blinked, shaking away his momentary horror, replacing his 
acute embarrassment with an angry glare. “My father will give you one 
week to take the offer. Frankly, I hope you don’t. It will be a pleasure to 
watch you fall as a penniless pauper, in debt to all his betters! When your 
daughter’s up for auction—” 

“You would dare to say such things to me!?” Alex’s stomach dropped 
with those words, and the entire building seemed to shake, for all that 
Master Liu did no more but stand there, the air around him crackling with 
deadly Qi. 

Lai Wei paled, forgoing any final attempt to salvage his pride as he 
gasped and stumbled out through the door as fast as his panicked legs could 
take him. 

For an endless awful moment, the alchemist seemed to shake with pent- 
up fury, and Alex was afraid the entire building would explode with the 
terrible energies he sensed crackling just beneath the surface, before the 
older man abruptly deflated with a sigh, shaking his head. 

Then he turned around, glaring straight at the crack where Alex had 
heard everything, as implacable as a natural force. 

“You will mention nothing of this to my daughter. Understood?” 

A pale-faced Alex quickly bobbed his head. “Yes, Master Liu. I won’t 
Say a word.” 

The old man gave an exasperated shake of his head. “I’m being an old 
fool. No doubt that boy’s father told him just what to say, hoping I’d be 
goaded to rashness, willing to sacrifice his own flesh if it got him what he 
wanted.” 

Alex swallowed. “What’s that?” 

The man flashed a mirthless smile. "My apothecary, and all its secrets, 
of course. For though we sell but the simplest tinctures, infused with no 
more magic than what our carefully harvested plants obtain from the 


spiritual energy all around, I was once far more than that, and the school 
never forgave the fact that their greatest cultivation pill-making secrets went 
with me." He snorted. "The damn fools at the academy thought they were 
so clever, foisting their hand-picked assistants on me, thinking I’d allow 
them to squirrel close and claim all my prizes for themselves.” 

He shook his head. “That Lai Leng is a crafty one, [ll give him that 
much. He was arranging to have me disenfranchised of my greatest 
treasures seasons before he made his move to force my family off Dragon 
Temple grounds.” 

Alex blinked. “Who’s this Lai Leng?” 

A soft chuckle. “One of the instructors at the most famed Cultivation 
Academy for a thousand miles in all directions, and a second-rate alchemist 
who hated both my wife and daughter, and couldn’t stand that he would 
always be my inferior. He’s no doubt using his family as he does everyone 
else, including that brat of a boy we saw earlier.” 

Alex nodded. “Where is this famous academy, Master Liu? Do you 
think they might have cultivation manuals I could use, assuming I can ever 
open my meridian gates?” 

The older man laughed. "It's Dragon Temple, lad. The pride and joy of 
our city, and they have more Qi purification and cycling manuals than you 
could shake a stick at. Just climb up the plateau to the east of the city and 
there it is, in all its bittersweet glory." 

He then gave Alex’s shoulders a friendly pat. “But never you mind that, 
Alex. Best you forget this day ever happened. In point of fact, why don’t 
you finish our compounding orders?” 

Alex blinked. "But, Master, aren't you in the middle of creating your 
Basic Cultivation pills?" 

His mentor smirked. “I fear my cultivation pills will be wasted effort, 
today, and I don’t have nearly as many beast cores and other ingredients as I 
would like to risk wasting them.” 

Alex had, of course, been only too happy to comply. Not only did he 
enjoy the work, but he felt a wave of delicious anticipation whenever he 
gazed at the brilliant blue bar in his mind’s eye as his interface showed him 
his steady progress to Biochemical Mastery Rank 5. 

When he went to help out front the next day, however, Liu Jian politely 
shook his head. 


"IT am sorry, Alex, but I'll attend the front for the next few days. Other 
high-strung fools might come by, spoiling for a fight or trying to force a 
hard sell. The Lai Clan is powerful, and Lai Leng isn't the only cultivation 
instructor at Dragon Academy who hates anyone who's not descended from 
‘pure blood,’ or just had the misfortune to be born poor. They make the 
training and tribulations of young acolytes far harder than they have to be, 
sometimes doing their best to hinder their ability to even open their gates, 
for all that it's in the city lord's best interest to generate as many candidates 
for the Royal Army as possible." 

The alchemist frowned, giving an angry shake of his head. “Those fools 
are an insult to the very traditions of our school. But in the game of politics 
and favors, few are their equal.” 

He patted Alex’s shoulder. “But don’t worry. That obnoxious boy can 
waste his time blustering all day, but he’ll get nowhere. My former status in 
the Royal Army secures me liberties not even those fools at the school dare 
deny me, for all that they have forbidden their own cultivators to make use 
of my services.” He gave a sad shake of his head. “So I find myself with 
strange bedfellows indeed, these days. Now here, take this.” 

Alex glanced at the pack full of deliveries he was to make, his master 
handing him a compact wax tablet with the concise code of addresses and 
directions he had struggled for hours trying to decipher the night before. 

"This is why I had you learning Mapsign and studying the city layout. 
Far better than covering each package with crude directions. You now know 
this area almost as well as any native, and once you have the knack of it, 
you can convey an address with just a few dashes.” 

Alex’s eyes widened and he couldn’t help smiling as he turned to face 
due South, now able to orient himself immediately and deduce by the dots 
and lines exactly how many blocks in which direction he had to go, and 
how many houses down it would be far more efficiently than the first time 
he had made deliveries, just weeks ago. 

“Thank you, Master Liu,” Alex said, grateful to be able to get out of the 
store and explore the city. “I won’t let you down.” 

The older man’s eyes twinkled as he gave a soft chuckle. “It’s that kind 
of enthusiasm that will get you far in life under any master, boy. Now go, 
make your deliveries. Lai Wei and whatever crony he tries to put in front of 
my store will have a hard time intimidating people from using home 


delivery! And here are a couple copper pennies. Buy yourself a snack, or 
save it up for whatever you like.” 

Alex blinked, strangely touched to be formally paid. It wasn’t the coin, 
so much as the sudden sense of belonging he suddenly felt. 

His master smirked. “Well? Get going, boy. Those packages won’t 
deliver themselves.” 

And so, Alex began making regular deliveries and befriending the 
apothecary’s clientele, every other morning after his martial practice. He 
slowly gained ever more familiarity with this tiny corner of what was a 
truly vast and magnificent city; towers, pagodas, endless shops, restaurants, 
and flower gardens in the wealthier areas were all waiting to be explored, to 
say nothing of the exciting panoply of flavors to be experienced in the 
multiple miniature food courts that reminded him so much of Singapore and 
that one exciting trip he had taken there when his entire family had been 
hale, whole, and healthy, his life as sweet as he could have hoped for. 

He sighed and shook away the grim thoughts, enjoying the exotic mix 
of cultures and flavors to be found, the equivalent of fresh-baked cinnamon 
rolls covered in a honey glaze one stall over from delicious red bean paste 
sticky buns, and the rich scents of cloves and cardamom from the curry 
cooking in one of the stall's behind him made Alex dizzy with happiness. 

It seemed that in this reality, you could find any and every culinary 
delicacy you could imagine, and Alex could imagine quite a lot. Probably 
one of the big advantages of such lush, fecund land so rich in spiritual 
energies that produce grew at a breakneck pace. And both domestic and 
dangerous wild animals and spirit-beasts flourished, all of them possessing 
particularly succulent meat. 

From what Liu Li had said after morning practice the other day, meeting 
a violent end was an all too common fate in this world, but it seemed very 
few people actually starved. 

So Alex couldn’t help but spend his copper pennies within the plentiful 
food stalls, doing his best to capture tastes that reminded him of home, a 
world away, with the surprisingly cheap fare. It was a wonderful way to 
spend his afternoons, and as long as he kept his head politely lowered when 
individuals of rank went about their business, and made eye contact only 
with males, most people were content to leave him alone. 

Perception check made! Dodge successful! 


|? 


“Out of the way, foreigner!” This from a group of arrogant-looking 
young men wearing what Alex thought of as sky blue Tang Suits, the de 
facto uniform of the Dragon Temple, and matching glares that said the 
world was theirs. 

Alex turned his dodge into a pivot and polite bow. “Apologies, young 
masters.” He quickly hurried on his way before being abruptly lurched off 
his feet, then slammed to the ground. 

You have suffered 10 damage and one Light Wound. You are temporarily 
disoriented. 

“You dared to dodge my blow and actually have the gall to speak to me? 
Don’t think we’ll let you scurry away after that offense, vermin. I didn’t 
give you permission to leave,” sneered the tallest, who would have been a 
handsome young man with his aristocratic features and piercing gaze, were 
it not twisted by a cruel sneer. 

Perception check failed! You have been stunned! 

Alex didn’t even see the snap-kick that sent him slamming into the 
ground again as one of the young cultivators grabbed the wicker basket of 
herbal compounds Alex had been delivering. 

Alex swallowed his humiliation as the young man sneered down at him, 
ripping open the packages and allowing the medicinal powder to spill in 
Alex’s face. 

Alex’s eyes widened, shock and adrenaline clearing sufficiently for him 
to instantly understand what was happening and why. 

Cruel lips curled in a hate-filled grin. 

“T recognize you, now, foreigner. You’re the one who dared gaze right at 
me like an equal. Liu Jian’s monkey, right? You think you have the right to 
mock me to my face in public?” 

His palm cracked against Alex’s face. “I could challenge you here and 
now, worm, run you through and leave you to die, kicking and screaming 
upon the ground." His cold smile grew. "But perhaps you can be of use, 
after all. How would you like to earn some coin, boy? All you have to do is 
confess your master's criminal acts. He is an alchemist after all, no? Too 
many years circulating amongst his betters to resist the lure of the 
alchemical arts once again. And we all know the only people he could be 
selling it to." His cold smile grew. "The Jianghu sect. No? Which is 
technically... illegal. You witnessed your master selling some of his 
tinctures to members of the Jianghu sect, no?" 


He taunted Alex with a coin displaying a crown on one side, a bird of 
prey on the other. Alex’s eyes widened with the flash of gold. 

He swallowed. 

Lai Wei chuckled with dark satisfaction. “It tempts you, doesn’t it? Go 
on, monkey. Take it. The coin is yours.” 

Alex slowly shook his head, backing away, realizing that the crowd of 
busy people by the food stalls was somehow an impossibly far memory, 
Alex having been hustled and pinned in a dirty, stinking alleyway, food 
rinds on him even now. 

And before Alex could blink in protest, his world became a blinding 
flash of pain, and he was both awed and horrified to realize he had sensed 
the Qi buildup a heartbeat before Lai Wei smashed his fist into Alex’s side. 

He groaned and cried out, hearing his ribs crack under the blow. 

Lai Wei smirked, twisting Alex’s ear as he desperately tried to breathe. 

“What’s that, monkey? I couldn’t hear you. Is there something you 
wanted to say? A confession, perhaps?” 

His laughter became mocking. “You’re going to need some extra coin to 
get a proper doctor to look at those ribs.” 

Alex groaned, blinking as five golden coins settled on the dirty 
cobblestone pavement, inches from his trembling hands. 

He gasped, forcing himself to look up into the mocking faces of his 
aggressors. 

He slowly shook his head as he stumbled to his feet. “I’m not taking 
your damn coin!” 

Alex burned with shock, humiliation, and yes, fear. But he would never 
sell out his friends. 

Qi channeling sensed! 

He barely got his arms up in time to block a second hammer fist, 
hearing as much as feeling one of his wrist bones snap as he crumpled to his 
back, still fighting desperately to breathe. 

And all he saw was Lai Wei’s cruel face, sneering into his own. “Too 
stupid to take the wealth at your feet, are you? Determined to die with your 
fellow vermin, rather than rise above your filth. How pathetic.” He sneered, 
savoring Alex’s agony, his desperate struggle to breathe, the fact that his 
moment of righteous indignation had turned to fear. 

Lai Wei patted Alex’s head as he fought to breathe. “I think you need to 
be taught a lesson, monkey-boy. Of course you’re an affront, just existing. 


But what I find particularly offensive are your shiny locks of golden hair. 
How about I relieve you of that offense, worm?” 

Alex’s eyes widened as a razor-sharp dao was unsheathed, its killing 
edge sparkling in the sun. 

Then the blade flashed and Alex cried out as his scalped exploded in 
pain. 

“Lai Wei, you actually scalped him!” whispered one boy. 

“You took it too far!” snapped another. 

“Don’t be cowards,” sneered Lai Wei. “He is nothing. Less than 
nothing! A foreigner. I could kill him and suffer nothing worse than a fine 
my father would gladly pay, getting rid of scum like him.” 

He sneered at Alex. “Whether he dies here or survives long enough to 
crawl back to his master, that old fool will get the message. And I didn’t 
even need to waste a single gold eagle.” 

The three departed in a wave of mocking laughter. 

But Alex didn’t even bother glancing their way, wheezing and 
struggling just to breathe. Time seemed to stretch into a tunnel of agony, 
and he sensed death just a few labored gasps away. 

Then he suddenly felt an odd nip on his hand that brought to mind a 
fox's angry bite, and soothing blackness was utterly denied him. He was 
forced to full consciousness and all the pain it promised, eyes widening as 
he struggled just to gasp for air. 

Before channeling his humiliation and fear, grabbing ahold of the awful 
pain his world had become, and forcing himself to breathe according to the 
cultivation techniques he had spent the last few weeks practicing, somehow 
forcing his wheezing body back to its feet, his limbs suddenly flooded with 
Qi that allowed him, somehow, to stumble back to the apothecary before 
collapsing with a groan, energy spent, into a panicked Liu Li’s arms. 

He was floating in soothing darkness, free of all pain, when he heard the 
distant voices. 

“That bastard, thinking he can get away with maiming Alex. How dare 
he!” 

“You know who his father is, my child, and Lai Wei has already opened 
his Sixth Meridian Gateway. One more rank, and he’Il be ready to ascend to 
Bronze. So I forbid you to challenge him to any kind of duel! I halfway 
suspect this was planned by that monster Lai Leng or his cronies. They will 
do anything to obtain my alchemical secrets, seizing our assets by fair 


means or foul. And no matter what tricks they try to play in the Lord’s 
Court, my record and distinguished service are impeccable. So those rats 
will stoop to the most loathsome acts to get what they want. I suspect my 
enemies seek to goad you into making a foolish challenge, all to give Lai 
Wei an opening to kill you!” 

“They’ve already taken everything!” she sobbed. “My mother, your 
status as an alchemist, destroying your good name when they were the 
monsters! Now you’re forced to work for the Jianghu sect, just to survive!” 

“Hush, child. The choice was always mine. And as dark a path as they 
walk, they alone welcome cultivators who step afoul of the corrupt fools at 
the college. It is our association with them that assures our enemies never 
dare strike at us directly, only taking out their hate on a helpless foreigner 
who I had no business sending out into the city.” He sighed sadly. “Truly, 
this old fool should have known better, and now our young friend is paying 
the price.” 

“They maimed him, Father. He was so beautiful, and they tore free half 
his scalp! If that blade had cut any deeper...” 

“He’d be dead.” 

“T need to train harder. I need to be stronger. If you’re not strong in this 
world, you’re nothing! Everything you struggle for can be taken away in a 
heartbeat!” 

Liu Jian sighed. “You’re right, daughter. Bitter a lesson as it’s been, 
strength is everything in this world. But remember, there are many sources 
of strength. Remain true to the path you have chosen, and remain true to 
yourself.” 

Liu Li quietly sobbed, and Alex’s greatest regret was that he couldn’t 
find his way out of the darkness to comfort her. 

Alex blinked, finding himself in his father’s study once more, propping 
himself up on the supple leather chair he used to love dozing on before 
catching sight of his father perusing the tomes in his collection. 

For a dizzying half-second, he thought he was 15 again, and everything 
that had happened since had been nothing but a brilliant dream. His heart 
raced as his father was about to turn around. 

Maybe Alex could warn him in time. Maybe now his father and sisters 
would be safe. Maybe... 

His father turned around. 

It was WiFu, smiling sadly at him, bringing over a leather-bound tome. 


“I’m sorry, Alex. One thing beyond even this fox's power is the ability 
to spin back the hands of time." He flashed a wry grin. "Can you imagine 
how much trouble I could get into if I could rewrite the entire universe from 
the moment of its conception onward? It gives me delightful shivers, just 
thinking about it!" 

Alex chuckled softly. “For a heartbeat, there, I so wanted all this to have 
been a dream.” 

His patron nodded. “Understandable.” 

“Mr. Fox?” 

“Yes, Alex?” 

“How long have I been away from my family?” 

The deity's gaze grew reflective and sad. “It’s been over a thousand 
years, Alex.” 

Alex swallowed. “Can you at least tell me what happened to my 
mother? What happened to, well, the human race back on Earth? Did we 
start colonizing the galaxy? Build better computers? Kill ourselves off in a 
holocaust?” 

To all of these questions, WiFu just smiled sympathetically. "I'm sorry, 
Alex. Some questions I'm not permitted to answer. But I can tell you this." 

Fathomless orbs attuned to the endless depths of space looked back into 
his own. 

“You need to become stronger, Alex, and the tools to do so are before 
you.” 

Alex swallowed, his heart racing. Despite the genial smile, he felt as if 
his very soul were being measured under WiFu’s piercing gaze. 

“T figured it out. Your first test, I think. How to use your cultivation 
technique, purifying my Qi by separating it, storing all the Dark Qi in my 
ring until I’ve advanced to Bronze and am ready to forge my meridian 
pathways anew.” 

Silver Fox grinned, dipping his head in approval. “I can see that,” he 
said, gazing at the glowing black ring spinning lazily in the air on the stand 
Alex had dreamed up for it weeks ago when he had first started cultivating. 

His gaze hardened. “Now quit playing the fool, Alex Hammer.” A pale 
finger touched Alex’s brow. He felt a cold shiver course through him. “Be 
as clever aS you were when we first met. You already have all the tools you 
need.” 


Alex swallowed, flushing, realizing he had indeed been playing the 
naive fool. 

There were so many other steps he could have taken, had he been 
playing for keeps, not lost in the fantasy of an apprentice’s peaceful journey 
to a fairy tale ending. 

He already knew this was one of those stories that would end in a river 
of blood. 


“T WILL NEVER LET myself be caught so off guard again.” 

“Good,” said the fox, lips quirking into a wry smile. “But without even 
a single meridian gateway opened, you’re still a dead man, no matter what 
else you do.” His gaze hardened. “You are not permitted to leave the Liu 
family compound until you have cleared your First Meridian Gateway. 
Understood?” 

Alex blinked and nodded before finding himself deep in another dream, 
one where Liu Li was dressed in a beautiful silk cheongsam with her ebony 
locks finally allowed to hang free, an ebony waterfall cascading down her 
back, her pert little fox ears at last free of all concealment or constraint as 
she desperately tried to coax Alex into eating. 

He smiled in his dream, boldly reaching out to stroke a surprised Liu 
Li’s frost-tipped ears. “They really are quite beautiful, you know. And you 
look just like her, by the way. Pll bet you match her father’s affinities 
perfectly. You have four, right? And I bet they don’t all fit the standard five 
element paradigm, for all that you preach it like everyone else here.” 

Liu Li’s expression was as shocked as it had ever been in real life, 
caught between outrage and wonder, and Alex couldn’t help but laugh as 
she finally found her voice. 

“Who do I look like?” 

Alex grinned. “Silver Fox’s daughter, of course. The lady who saved 
this city a thousand years ago. Beloved daughter of Qing Bai and the god 
who got me into this mess. Who else? Though her eyes were silver, and 
yours are a perfect jade green. But sometimes I can see the silver sheen 
when we spar, or when the morning light catches your gaze.” 

Liu Li’s outraged expression turned into a sad smile. “Lady Jin Yu. 
She’s the reason why all noble fox ladies are revered, said to possess her 
spirit, even as the rest of us are scorned, said to be cursed by our ultimate 


father’s rebellious ways. If only your story were true, Alex, I could look in 
the mirror and smile at the girl gazing back at me.” 

Alex grinned. “It is. I adore you far too much to ever lie to you. Not that 
it matters what you believe, since this is just a dream. But if this were 
real...” 

Her eyes widened as he winked, before drifting off to dream of the 
library once more, training by Silver Fox’s side as he did his best to teach 
Alex the secrets of the Dual Path Purification techniques, explaining that 
even though he couldn’t cultivate in his actual storage ring without a source 
of spiritual energy, since this was just a dream of his ring, it should work 
wonders for speeding up his healing. 

“Excellent. You are finally mastering my techniques! Soon you’ll be 
ready to properly savor all those ancient trapped souls that have been 
begging for release for centuries!” 

Alex grinned. “My mastery of the Dual-Path Purification technique has 
finally hit 85% efficiency! I’ve gone up ten full percentage points, hovering 
between life and death with a cracked skull these past few days.” 

WiFu gave an approving nod. “My technique is the only reason why 
you’re still alive. Lai Wei was paid good money to hunt you down, and was 
promised a bonus if he could force Liu Jian to flee the city or kill someone 
close to him. Your master was burdened with a number of fake orders 
designed to put you in the area Lai Wei was patrolling. Yet he fears the 
Jianghu sect, which even his father respects, so for all his bluster, he didn’t 
dare cut your throat outright. So he settled for ‘accidentally’ striking you 
too hard, expertly enough he could easily claim that intimidation, not 
malice, had been his goal. He would have paid the Jianghu blood price for 
accidentally killing a favored servant without batting an eye. With his 
father’s clout, he might not even have to pay an official fine. And their ugly 
scheme would have worked, had you not had such a wonderful mentor by 
your side.” 

Alex clenched his fists. “I can’t wait for a rematch. I’ll make that 
bastard pay. And who was pulling his strings?” 

Silver Fox winked. “All in good time, my young friend. Vengeance is 
well and good, but it’s a foolish cub who dares to hunt game beyond his 
strength. And you threw little Liu Li for a loop, as bold as the fox claiming 
his hen.” He flashed a wicked grin. “I think you two would make a lovely 
pair.” 


Alex flushed. “I don’t think that’s exactly in the cards.” 

Silver Fox nodded. “It is highly unlikely. Destiny has different paths 
planned for you both. It would be a move worthy of me if you could steal 
her card from Fate's hand, however. But even so, you have it within you to 
grant her a great boon, as you yourself figured out in your dream that 
wasn’t a dream.” 

Alex frowned at that, not quite sure what his patron god was hinting at. 

WiFu rolled his eyes. “Never mind that. A rule was bent, so I may bend 
one in turn, but only one more hint am I allowed to give you. So choose, 
child forged of Earth and the Golden Realms both. Is love or power the path 
you would take?” 

Alex winced, suddenly on the spot. He knew the ideal everyone was 
supposed to have in their hearts, the noble cause, the noble spirit. But as he 
had overheard Liu Jian and his daughter confess, that in this harsh world, 
strength was everything. 

What good was finding the perfect angel and one’s destined bride, if a 
powerful cultivator could rip her free of your arms before sending you 
spiraling to hell? 

“Strength,” he said at last. “So, I can be strong enough to make a 
difference in this world, or at least protect myself and the girl I might one 
day love from tyrannical cultivators like that vile Lai Wei. If I can prove 
myself worthy of the Dual Path, I can protect the ones I love, even if it 
takes me a lifetime to find the girl I’m destined to be with.” 

WiFu flashed a cold grin of approval. “Good choice, little fox. If you 
are powerful enough to intimidate even a mastiff, all the chickens in the 
coup are yours.” 

He tapped Alex between his temples. “Though for you it was no more 
real than a dream, scores of duels had been held over your tomb, using 
combinations of affinities and techniques never witnessed outside of those 
matches, all for the rights to cultivate on land so incredibly rich with the 
spiritual energies of Heaven and Earth, inspired as you were by insights that 
allowed you to synergize two Divine Paths into one, for all that it took you 
a thousand years to do so. And the sacred land above your tomb is no less 
potent today than it was at the height of your rapture and torment.” 

His patron snorted. “It’s amazing what one mortal soul can do, trapped 
between life and death for a thousand years, your tortured spirit left wide 


open to the mysteries of creation and destruction in all their glory. I would 
never have the patience for that.” 

WiFu flashed a wicked grin. “I’d happily let my disciple embrace that 
burden instead, penning all the delicious insights dribbling from his mind. 

“But don’t think I’m ungrateful. How, after all, do you think I was able 
to forge those tomes that suit you and so many of my daughters so 
perfectly? Except for the eight elemental affinities part. That piece of the 
puzzle you'll have to figure out on your own, with the single hint I’ve 
already given you.” 

Alex blinked. “I hardly remember it like that.” 

WiFu rolled his eyes. “Of course not. You’re mortal. But rest assured, 
your soul was caught somewhere between eternal bliss and torment, 
howling with insights and agony. If you ever wake up screaming in a cold 
sweat, you’ll know why. Of course, now that you are finally cultivating 
properly, you can channel all of those blockages to good use.” 

Alex blinked. “Wait... what I endured, that’s why my meridian gates are 
larger than normal?” 

Silver Fox snorted. “Larger than normal. That’s one way of putting it. 
For your mortal body to be capable of walking a Divine Path, rules had to 
be bent, tweaks made. Perhaps a few of Destiny’s strictures were brushed 
aside, and your exquisite suffering was the price to be paid for admittance 
upon the path you now walk.” 

Alex shivered. “Thank God I don’t remember any pain, then.” 

WiFu smirked. “You’re welcome. And a tormented soul never 
remembers his anguish in the next life, for when he rises as a newborn once 
more, his penance has already been paid.” 

Alex blinked. “But I’m, still, well, me. Seventeen. Or is it eighteen, 
now?” 

WiFu waved his words away. “1018, to be precise, but why quibble over 
details? Like I said, a few strictures were bent for the greater good. Now it’s 
time for you rest, Alex, and enjoy a wonderfully awkward conversation 
once you wake up.” 

Alex blinked. “But wait, there are so many questions I wanted to ask 
you...” 

He swallowed his own words as Silver Fox’s genial expression 
suddenly turned hard and cold. 


Alex quickly bowed his head, feeling an icy shiver racing down his 
spine. “Forgive me, Lord Silver Fox. I meant no disrespect!” 

He heard a quiet sigh. 

“I’m not going to bite your head off for being a silly cub, Alex. Now I 
have already said far more than I should. Goodnight.” 
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him, hair carefully done up once more, that he wondered if the night 
before had been anything other than a dream. 

“Hi,” he managed, rubbing his eyes, noting how hard she was staring at 
him. “Um... is everything okay?” 

“Your hair.” 

Alex blinked. “What about my hair?” 

Liu Li furrowed her brow, jade green eyes flashing. 

“Do you remember anything?” 

Alex blinked. “What, exactly, should I be remembering?” 

“T don’t know, the fact that you came damn close to dying? Or that you 
touched my... oh, God, I can’t believe you did that!” 

Alex felt his cheeks blaze with sudden embarrassment, wondering how 
much of what he had thought was a dream wasn’t. 

“... or about how that bastard Lai Wei actually dared to scalp you? 
People call him a genius, but really, he’s a monster!” 

Alex smirked. “Now that sounds like a line straight out of my favorite 
Wuxia novel.” 

Hard eyes glared into his own. “You think this is all a fairy tale? If I 
hadn’t spent the last week trying to nurse you back from the brink of death, 
I would beat you silly!” 

Alex lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry about... you know. It’s just, I thought 
I was dreaming and I—” 


| t wasn’t until the next morning when he saw Liu Li frowning down at 


She sighed. “You were under the influence of multiple tinctures and 
compresses. You really weren’t in your right mind. I know, Alex. It’s okay.” 

She braved a smile. “Actually, Father thinks you might have had a 
breakthrough, or at least, an insight worthy of a cultivator. Whatever odd 
breathing technique you were using, you seemed to be cultivating in some 
way that boosted your vitality sufficient to get over the worst of it. That 
bastard sent bone fragments into your brain! Frankly, it’s a miracle you 
aren’t a vegetable right now.” 

Alex paled, horrified by those words. “If I didn’t have the Complete 
Healing perk, I guess I would be. But after a thousand years spent 
meditating on the edge of death, I guess my body and soul can pull back 
from the brink in better shape than most people can.” 

Jade green eyes gazed sadly into his own. "For someone with ten 
centuries’ worth of wisdom, you're very good at acting like a seventeen- 
year-old idiot." 

Alex grinned. “Because I’m that too. Honestly, I might joke about it, but 
the entire time I was dreaming of, well, cultivation insights, I guess you 
could say, it was only a thousand breaths long to my mind. An endless 
restless night I finally woke up from.” 

“Odd dreams aside, I’m glad you woke up no more of an idiot than you 
were before. And don’t even think you’re going out on any more drop-offs. 
Broken Fang’s taking up your old route.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Really.” 

She nodded. "Really. He's actually not such a bad sort. He has a soft 
spot for old ladies, and for some reason, they warm up to him like a 
wayward grandson they hope to reform. He was actually angry that Lai Wei 
had dared to scalp you, when, as far as he was concerned, you were now 
under Jianghu protection. I think Father was charmed enough he actually 
agreed to help Broken Fang, and now the guy’s treating Father like his 
beloved master.” She sighed. “Hopefully he’ll be able to break into the next 
rank soon, finally clearing his third meridian and thus become strong 
enough to walk the High Road and join the Royal Army and make 
something of himself. That’s what Father’s hoping for, anyway.” 

Alex smiled, feeling strangely pleased. “Well, good for him, then. I 
guess I don’t hate Broken Fang anymore, if he’s turning over a new leaf.” 

Then he thought of Lai Wei’s mocking smirk after shattering Alex’s 
ribs, the way his mouth had stretched in a feral grin when his dao had sliced 


through the air, doing his best to sentence Alex to a slow, humiliating death. 

He clenched his fists, burning with a hunger for vengeance. 

Liu Li’s eyes widened. “What’s with the killing aura?” 

Alex winced, grimacing in apology. “I’m sorry. I was just thinking of 
Lai Wei.” 

Liu Li gave a sad shake of her head. “He almost killed you, Alex. It’s 
best if you never see him again.” 

"So what am I supposed to do, hide here for the rest of my life?" Alex 
regretted the words as soon as they had left his mouth. "I'm sorry. That was 
unfair of me. You and your father have done so much for me already, and 
here I am, sounding ungrateful. It's just... I hate feeling like a helpless 
burden." 

Her offended glare turned to a sad shake of her head. “Basically, you 
are, Alex.” He winced at that. “As are all people who lack the cultivator’s 
gifts. If you’re not strong in this world, you will have nothing. You are 
nothing. Even the richest of mundane merchants and craftsmen depend 
upon their guards and the goodwill of their sponsors just to keep from 
losing everything.” 

Alex blinked. “But what about the rule of law?” 

Liu Li gave a bitter chuckle. “The rule of law is made for those with 
influence, power, or status. A well-to-do merchant? He will receive justice 
if something happens to his manor. Even people like my father, who served 
the Royal Legions honorably and well, have allies at their back. And it’s 
why the school doesn’t dare strike at us directly, despite the corrupt Lai 
Leng and his cronies, eager for father’s wealth and knowledge. It is only 
because our city would collapse if shop owners and merchants lost faith in 
the city’s ability to defend its own that so much is spent hiring cultivators to 
serve as the lord’s eyes and ears, and if need be, fists, within the city. 

“But this is a city of ten million, Alex. And for most people without 
wealth or status, the laws mean nothing. The strong take what they will, and 
the weak pay the price. It is only because the Jianghu sect brings order to 
that chaos, keeping the predation in check, that the lower castes can find 
any justice at all. Why do you think no move has every truly been made to 
purge them? Besides nobles having to worry about poison daggers in their 
backs, should they dare the attempt, even they know that without the 
Jianghu sect, a city this size would be in perpetual chaos, and things would 
be far worse than they already are.” 


Alex squeezed his eyes tightly shut, burning with intensity of purpose. 
“T was a fool being so lax, but I will play the fool no longer.” 

Liu Li snorted. "As if there was anything you could do. Stop blaming 
yourself, Alex. The bottom line is Lai Leng is a half-step away from the 
Bronze Path, and you have yet to open a single meridian gate. There was 
nothing you could do." 

Alex shook his head, thinking of all the things he could have done 
differently. Preparations he could have made, just in case. But he had grown 
lax, savoring the gentle life that had been his for a few precious weeks, 
unknowingly falling into the trap of assuming the future would be as benign 
as the recent past, that just because most people treated him kindly meant 
that there weren’t others who would crush him for daring to stand out. 

No, he had played the fool. And he should have known better, 
considering the vicious circumstances of his birth. Or rebirth, as it were. 

The steps he had taken, just to survive those first few precious hours of 
life. 

He gazed at the plain little ring on his finger, smiling grimly. “One way 
or another, I’m never letting that bastard break me again.” 

Liu Li could only gaze sadly at him before slipping away, shutting the 
door behind him. 

Alex wasted no time, flipping open his mental image of a character 
sheet, smiling grimly as he reviewed the fine print underneath his unique 
abilities, and took the first steps to make sure he’d always have a joker to 
play, no matter how viciously his enemies stacked the deck against him. 

Ring accessed. Storage vessels successfully visualized. 

And now, for the first step, he thought to himself, stumbling over to the 
clay pitcher of water that had been left for him, carefully pouring tepid 
water into a small cup, before splashing it on the ring, frowning as he gazed 
at his soaked hand. 

He took a deep breath, wincing at the throbbing ache he still felt all over 
his head as his movements shifted various bandages, before repeating the 
Same procedure over and over again. 

And as much as he felt like a fool by the time he had a big puddle on the 
ground, it widened into a feral smile when he slunk out of bed on trembling 
hands and knees, placed the ring upon the shallow puddle, and visualized 
the ring actively drinking it down. 

Only to watch the puddle completely disappear. 


The next time he carefully poured water directly on his ring, he 
imagined it a tiny mouth, devouring all the fluid willingly given. 

And not a drop hit the floor. 

When he popped into his ring space once more, he found an 
indestructible jade pitcher in this miniature world where reality could be 
shaped by the power of the mind alone, took a sip of the water inside, and 
found it pure and delicious. 

Then he filled his mouth, twisted back out of his ring, and spat a stream 
at the wall. 

He nodded in satisfaction. 

He might not be able to forge new artifacts of dream within his ring that 
he could transport out, but he could indeed change the state of what was in 
his ring, such as transferring water into his belly or his mouth, and take it 
out without issue. 

He then put his ring to his lips and imagined that pitcher alone gently 
pouring into the cavern of his mouth. 

Before choking back the unexpected stream, chuckling softly, and 
realizing that things might not be quite so easy as that. He spent some time 
learning how to fine-tune his summons, so no more water left than he 
intended, practicing the technique until he could brush his lips against the 
ring and gulp his fill as easily as he could mime pouring it down his throat 
with his ring overhead. 

He forced himself to look at the polished copper plate serving as his 
mirror in that room, wincing at the sight of his sunken cheeks and bandaged 
head, foregoing certain activities that would cost him macronutrients he 
could ill afford to lose, and instead focused exclusively on his Dual Path 
purification technique, feeling his body grow stronger as his cleansed Qi 
saturated his physical body, for all that he had yet to form his own meridian 
channels. 

It was still more than enough to heal his body, and he delighted in the 
tingle he could feel on ribs and scalp, sensing healing almost as potent as 
Liu Jian’s tinctures and liniments. And because he was using both in 
tandem, he was healing at a rate that astounded even the older alchemist. 

“Remarkable. Beyond remarkable!” the worried-looking man declared 
the next morning, his anxious face breaking into a smile for the first time in 
days. “I was grateful just to find you alive after that first day of fever. It 
broke and never came back. I was afraid you might have suffered some 


brain damage regardless, but no. Your ribs and head are both in remarkable 
condition, all things considered. And as much as I feared you’d have to deal 
with life-long disfigurement, here I behold the greatest miracle of all!” 

With that, he waved in Liu Li, who had been hovering just outside 
Alex’s sick room, now formally his quarters, and it was some moments 
before Liu Li, with anticipatory tears in her eyes no less, forced herself to 
enter the room and gazed calmly at the tragedy of Alex’s maimed skull. 

Only to shudder with awed disbelief at the miracle before her. 

“Father, what does this mean?” 

Alex’s heart skipped a beat. “What are you two going on about?” 

“T’m not sure,” said her father, completely ignoring Alex’s words. 
“Perhaps there’s an element of truth to the boy’s wild insinuations after all.” 

“Guys, what are you talking about?” 

Liu Li's tears had been replaced by a smile. "The most remarkable thing 
imaginable, Alex. But hold on a minute, and I'll show you." With that, she 
darted out of the room only to pop back in moments later with her own far 
finer mirror, and Alex gasped at the sight before him. 

He did not gaze upon a man looking surprisingly well despite the 
maimed scarring of his forehead. He did not gaze upon a sick, diseased 
monster with ruined flesh dripping pus and the promise of a painful death. 

No. 

He gazed upon the surprised countenance of a young man who had 
never been injured, who’s body had never felt the cruel caress of fracture, 
abrasion, or killing blow. 

There was no sign of Lai Wei’s scalping at all. 

But there was one significant change. All of Alex’s golden blond hair 
that had been hacked off when he had been scalped had been replaced by a 
thick mane of silver-white hair, the exact same color as WiFu’s own 
luxurious head of hair, and fur, when he changed forms. 

“Father, what does this mean?” 

The alchemist gaze Alex a slow appraising glance before finally 
shrugging. "That our Alex is a pawn of Fate just like everyone else, even if 
WiFu's paws are tapping his piece more than most others." He chuckled 
softly. "And this can be a double-edged blade, as are most of the Silver 
Fox's gifts." 

Liu Li smiled sadly. “He gave me life, descended as I am from Qing Bai 
herself.” 


Her father sighed. “And yet you’re cursed with the burden of mortality, 
for all that both Silver Fox and Qing Bai are immortal. He gifted your race 
with incredible beauty, perfect jade green eyes, and extra features as well 
that assure you can never blend in completely with others. Every member of 
your ultimate mother's tribe can cultivate, but only from a specific handful 
of elements, at least one of which the academies still don't formally 
recognize. And there are absolutely no formally recognized cycling 
manuals ideally suited to Fox-Women. You have to make do and cobble 
together a ramshackle collection of a haphazard cycling technique in a 
college renowned for providing its students with meridian fortresses. All of 
which makes it almost impossible for you to develop your gifts properly 
and one day advance to Silver. As WiFu’s numerous enemies had no doubt 
intended. And for all that some will find your race an exotic prize to capture 
and claim, others would seek only to enslave or kill you. Very few will love 
you for the wonderful woman you are, my child.” 

Liu Li sighed. “I know. Silver Fox’s gifts are bitter-sharp indeed. It is up 
to me to forge them into a weapon worthy of this world’s respect. Just one 
reason why I will join the Royal Army. The legion will have my back, and I 
will have the rights of anyone who has served, and show the city how useful 
my kind is.” 

Liu Jian nodded. “Exactly.” He flashed a bemused smile. “And if this 
boy could only open his meridian gates, I’d advise he follow in those exact 
same footsteps. Goodness knows that old fox has touched his life almost as 
significantly as he has yours.” 

Liu Li tilted her head. “Maybe it’s not impossible for me to learn 
whatever Cycling techniques I’ll need to prosper with my elements, 
considering that Alex, with no significant cultivation study at all, has 
somehow forged a technique that kept his body from the brink of death. 
And if I didn’t know better, I think he’s already lost some weight in terms 
of burdens to his soul.” 

Her father’s eyes widened. He gave a solemn nod of approval. “You’re 
right, Daughter,” He said, gently touching Alex’s forehead and closing his 
eyes. “He has chipped away at least five percent of his topmost gate. At this 
rate, he’ll have one gateway opened in less than a year!” 

Alex couldn’t help grinning at this, knowing that once he achieved his 
cultivation goal, he would astound them with just how fast he broke through 
his first gate. 


Alex solemnly bowed towards father and daughter. “For the kindness 
you have both shown me, I am grateful beyond words. One day I will find a 
way to pay you back. Just know you can always count me a friend.” 

Liu Jian snorted. “Just continue working on your breakthrough 
cultivation technique. Whatever you’re doing, it seems to be working.” 

Liu Li nodded. “Every day, Alex, cultivate as much as you can. It will 
speed your healing and serve as your first step along a path that will one 
day grant you power sufficient to stop anyone from bullying you.” 

“Sounds good,” Alex said, already looking forward to focusing his 
purification technique to ever greater efficiency, and he didn’t waste a 
moment once the Lius left, spending every hour harvesting strands of Qi 
from the massive pearl in the middle of his upper meridian gateway, 
savoring the steady growth in skill level, not to mention his slow unwinding 
of Dark Qi, already thinking of uses for it beyond using it for meridian 
channels down the road. 


ConcRATULATIONS! Dual-Path Purification Technique is now at 80% 
efficiency. 

Dual-Path Purification Technique is now at 85% efficiency! 

You are now Rank 3 at Liquid Projection. 

Alex smiled grimly at the latest notices. He had done little for the past 2 
weeks save cultivate, meditate, stretch, and practice spitting streams of 
water from between his teeth, using chalk to draw a target dummy on his 
door. 

After days of practice, he was finally able to hit the eyes and nose 90% 
of the time, even from across the room. 

Putting hours of practice into a skill most would consider absurd had 
allowed him to develop a degree of accuracy people would also find absurd, 
much like a spitting toad or snake. 

He just barely had time to put ring to sopping wet floor and imagine 
sucking away all the water off the now bone-dry floor when his boss 
knocked on the door, giving him only seconds before opening it, measuring 
Alex with a professional eye, before giving a final nod. 

“T think it’s time to take off the last of the bandages, Alex. Your skull 
and ribs, miracle of miracles, have healed so well from their injuries that 


were it not for most of your hair now being silver white, I would find it hard 
to believe you had suffered any injury at all.” 

He grinned. “And I know how restless you must be feeling, for all that I 
can tell you enjoy cultivation almost as much as any cultivator savoring the 
journey to true power and enlightenment. Tomorrow morning you will join 
my daughter and me for morning practice, though you won't be sparring 
until I say so." 

Alex had readily agreed, grateful to finally have the alchemist’s 
permission to exercise, for all that first morning had been a nightmare of 
sore muscles and fatigue. 

"You were injured and are just now on the mend. Of course you won't 
be at your best," said Liu Li sympathetically. "The important thing is that 
you're not giving up on yourself." 

And that was the farthest thing from his mind, pushing himself so 
intently that he had claimed his own peak degree of fitness after a solid, 
rigorous week of morning training. And he was feinting and striking with 
long spear and short sword more skillfully than ever by the end of week 
two, post-recovery. 

Of course, he had been exercising his mind as well as refining his Qi 
and training his body, having taken advantage of his newfound closeness 
with the tiny family to coax Liu Jian into finally allowing Alex to aid him in 
preparation of all the dark goodies the alchemist had worked so hard to 
keep separate from his daughter and Alex’s notice. 

The old man sighed. “I knew you were a sharp one. With that nose of 
yours, there was really no fooling you. But I need you to promise me that 
you will be responsible with the resources before you.” 

Alex solemnly bowed his head. “I understand that these are dangerous 
compounds. I can tell they are what you use for your Basic Cultivation 
Pills, but I sense that mixed with certain other ingredients in here, the 
results might not be... ideal.” 

The older man smirked. "You’re damn right, it wouldn't. See the Blue 
Lobelle mushroom, and the Crimson Wort algae? Mix those two together, 
and you have a poison that, once ingested, will put one into a perilously 
deep sleep, sometimes resulting in death. 

“The Silver Nettle combined with Giant Hogweed forms a caustic 
compound that will burn through flesh like acid, depending on how rich the 


Spiritual Energy was where it was growing. If you mix other poisons with 
it, the results will be extremely painful, and in all likelihood, fatal.” 

Alex nodded. “Thank you for your trust in me. You already know how 
careful I am. If there are any specific preparations you need me to make, 
you can have faith in me.” 

Liu Jian favored Alex with a considering gaze that caused his heart to 
race. 

"You might never unlock the cultivation path of the alchemist, but there 
are sO very many compounds an apothecary forges that rely on nothing 
more than a plant's inherent spiritual energy. You might well have a future 
running a shop very much like my own. To that end... yes. There are certain 
poisons hunters will use to take down particularly savage spirit beasts, or to 
take care of house vermin. Being able to compound these formulae 
perfectly while I work on cultivation pill generation would be efficient use 
of our shared time.” 

Alex solemnly bowed, carefully hiding his smile. “Then please don’t 
hesitate to call on me, Master Jian.” 

And Liu Jian did just that. Before Alex knew it, he was in charge of 
generating all the poison compounds ostensibly used by professional spirit 
beast and monster hunters helping to cleanse their land of life hostile to 
humans. 

But Alex was no fool. He already knew what it was, in all likelihood, 
being used for, though the few times legitimate monster hunters really did 
come into the store to buy some of Liu Jian’s famous tinctures, it came as a 
relief. Because it wasn’t for Alex, who owed the man his life, to make the 
alchemist justify himself. Without Liu Jian, he would probably be long 
dead. So monster hunting and vermin killing was what he would politely 
assume it was all used for, until his mentor deemed to tell him otherwise. 

Botanical Formulae Learned: Intermediate Poisons. 

You have mastered 2 new poisons with 100% immunity: Deathnettle 
Brew & Crimson Death. Cause or cure may now be synthesized at will. 

You have created ten batches of Deathnettle Brew. (Median Market 
Potency unknown.) 

You have created twelve batches of Crimson Death. (Median Market 
Potency unknown.) 

Deliberately touching the finished product with his naked hands, even 
daring a few tiny sips as his master trusted him sufficiently to allow him to 


work unsupervised, had given Alex plenty of opportunities to acquire 
immunity, though he was no fool. He didn't dare steal any significant 


quantity for his own use that his master would no doubt notice in a 
heartbeat. 


Fortunately, he didn’t need to. 
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lex was in his ring once more, eyeing his multiple glass 
containers with a feral smile. Within each was liquid he could 
summon to his lips at will. 

He then turned to look at his jet black and shiny orb of ever-growing 
darkness, the original band having become a sphere as time went on. 

He took a deep shuddering breath, knowing he could very well be 
playing a fool the likes of which would make even the fox shake his head. 
He gently placed his finger upon the globe, and imagined drawing up a 
single bead of that darkness. 

Alex gasped, suddenly fighting a mad impulse to reabsorb what was, 
after all, a part of him, before finally getting it under control. 

But when he tried placing it in a glass of water, it began to boil and 
froth rapidly, which made him wince. 

A drop of perfect blackness in water? 

Failure. 

Was his mad plan worthless? 

Then he looked down at the flask of wine he had stored that he was 
planning on opening when he finally reached the milestone of achieving his 
first meridian connection. 

Oh well, some things were more important. 

And the minute he broke the seal and savored the rich, fruity wine, he 
was filled with a buoyant sense of hope. 

Only to find that when a second drop of darkness went from his 
straining fingertips into the glass full of wine, it too boiled away, for all that 


the air was redolent with spices and fruity woodsmoke, as well as earthier 
tones. 

His heart began to race with excitement when he thought he understood. 

When he emerged from his sense of the ring, Liu Jian had only smirked 
when Alex asked if he had any lead vessels, or if the city had such a thing 
as bubbling wine. Though he had blanched at the man's expression, his 
grumbles about patients not being worth their keep, he found both a dusty 
lead-lined chalice and a bottle of wine a pale Liu Li declared had cost three 
silver talons, as well as traces of several more common alchemical 
ingredients, which were thankfully in plentiful supply. 

Liu Li raised her eyebrows when she looked at Alex’s display of items. 
“So contemplating these things is going to help you meditate on the 
elements? Enhance your affinities? I’ve never heard of such a thing, Alex. 
You really should just focus on clearing your first gateway.” 

Her father snorted. “Considering that the odd breathing technique he 
now uses might have actually pulled him back from the brink of death, I’ Il 
give him more leeway than most. No doubt the lad’s found some scrap of 
poorly understood lore somewhere. And maybe what would be folly for 
anyone else might actually work for him. He is a Ruidian, after all.” The 
full weight of his regard then landed on Alex. “I will let you explain 
yourself in your own time, boy, so long as it’s understood that no apprentice 
of mine is foolish enough to drink something as acidic as wine from a lead- 
lined vessel!” 

Alex had grinned. “This one assures his generous master that he is a 
wiser fool than that.” 

The old man smirked. 

Liu Li’s eyes widened. “Do you even know what wise fool stands for?” 

Alex blinked. “No?” 

The old man chuckled. “Let him figure it out. The wordplay is based on 
his native tongue, after all.” 

Alex blinked. His native tongue? Oh, language. Ruidian. He had never 
spoken English in front of them, had he? Though come to think of it, 
Ruidian and English did have their similarities. 

Then he smacked his head, suddenly getting it. 

Inspector WiFu. 

The mischief-making Silver Fox, whose tales were told so animatedly in 
the food markets by storytellers and orphaned children he had shared his 


lunch with more than once before things had taken such a dark turn. 

WiFu was credited with so many breakthroughs and wonders, 
inventions that improved life for all, as well as times of hardship and 
tumultuous change. Yet somehow, he never got credit for the marvels 
forged in his name. Probably because they were often the result of the very 
disasters he helped create. He was a god of mischief credited with making 
things far harder for himself than need be, antagonizing the entire local 
pantheon. 

Had he chosen a different path, he could have been a king among gods. 
Yet he favored change above all else. 

A wise fool indeed. 

Alex spent some time cultivating and meditating upon the mercurial 
nature of his patron before entering his storage ring once more. A tarnished 
copper trinket beneath even the meanest beggar’s notice. And a genuine 
artifact of the gods. 

It fit his patron so well. 


ALEX STOOD ONCE MORE in his imagined study, now equipped with a 
compounding lab just like Liu Jian's. He took a deep breath and carefully 
poured some bubbling wine kissed by flame into the lead-lined cup, mixing 
a tiny dash of the rich loamy soil from the cultivation yard and some of the 
fruity tannin-rich brew from his first wine flask as well. 

Water, Wood, Fire, Earth, and Metal, the classic five elements, were all 
now a part of his brew. 

But according to his understanding, the understanding imparted with his 
synergism of the paths of Fox and Dragon, there were eight elements, at 
least. Eight plus the inverse of purified Qi, the darkness of chaos, change, 
and catalyzation. Nine, in total, that he had access to. 

For Lightning, he had a small wood chip from an oak struck by 
lightning thrice, an ingredient which had eared a curious eyebrow from 
Master Liu, but Alex wasn’t shy about playing up the sympathies the man 
now had for him, at least in the pursuit of his mad hunch. The bubbling 
wine incorporated Air, and that odd joining between Earth and Fire, the 
most ephemeral of the eight elements, somehow conjured to mind endless 
space, spirit, the soul. 


He could only hope that his conscious intent, or perhaps the nature of 
this very ring, would serve to catalyze the final element as he carefully 
expended one more drop of his precious Dark Qi into the flask of bubbling 
brew. 

Eyes widening in wonder as the entire mixture tumed a glossy black, 
and the bubbling stopped altogether. 

His experiment was a success. 

Alex whooped in triumph, savoring his breakthrough for several golden 
seconds, but wasted no further time, carefully replicating the experiment as 
he converted both flasks of bubbling and fruity wine into that mixture of 
perfect alchemical darkness, laden with properties he still didn’t fully 
understand. 

But he sure as hell wasn’t going to experiment with Dark Qi, considered 
the ultimate foulness by almost all other cultivators, within Master Liu’s 
pristine cultivating garden. 

He wasn’t a complete fool. 

He had a hunch about what it could do. 

But no matter the personal risk, there was one more step he had to take. 

Alex took a sip, successfully held it in his mouth, then flashed a wild 
grin. 

His mad hunch had worked. 

And now it was time for the next stage of his recovery. 

Train his heart out and become the strongest fighter that he possibly 
could. Open his meridian gateways and finally tap into his own potential. 

Train with every last ounce of his soul, so he would never be so cruelly 
bullied and humiliated ever again. 


CONGRATULATIONS! You have mastered your first Arcane Formulae: Dark Qi 
storage. Using a liquid stabilizing agent comprised of the eight core 
elements, you have managed to successfully create Dark Qi Elixir! 

Effects of Dark Qi Elixir: Unknown. 

Biochemical Mastery is now Rank 5. You have full immunity to all 
poisons and potions mastered. You may synthesize balms to all poisons 
mastered. You may synthesize any potion mastered. (Note: Hard limits to 
the amount of any substance generated per day. Macronutrient deficiencies 
and penalties to all skill checks may apply.) 


Additional benefit at Biochemical Mastery Rank 5: Lesser Alchemy 
Pathway is now open to you! You may now learn Arcane Formulae. You can 
now manipulate arcane ingredients and catalyze the inherent Qi within 
them, regardless of personal Qi cultivating status. 

Note: You may add none of your own Qi until meridian gateways are 
opened and elemental Qi is being cycled. Exception: Unorthodox storage 
techniques detected. You may make use of Dark Qi to catalyze alchemical 
potions. 

Presently known uses for Dark Qi in alchemy: None. 

And it was not until the next morning, his mind still in awe of the fact 
that one of the most sacred professions a cultivator could embrace was now 
open to him, at least in its lesser form, that the full ramifications of what he 
had done yesterday finally dawned on him. 

He didn't need Master Liu's compounding laboratory to create mundane 
pills, potions, or forge the Qi-laden magical elixirs that were the true 
lifeblood of the Alchemist. 

He could do it all within his artifact grade ring, able to form any 
alchemical equipment he needed with the power of his imagination alone. 
And as the storage vessels for the tinctures he was oh-so-slowly formulating 
without depleting himself of much-needed nutrients proved, they had 
permanence, even when he was not focusing on them. 
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looked forward to training his heart out every day, improving his 

mastery of body and mind in the arena of combat, determined to 
better himself until the day came that he could actually beat Liu Li more 
often than once every couple of days. Of course, she was now a Rank 4 
Basic Cultivator, and Alex had yet to clear a single meridian channel. 

But it was a worthy dream, and perhaps Liu Li had sensed both his 
intensity and his elation, tapping his helm with her sword when their daily 
training was done. 

“You almost had me there when you trapped my sword with your 
gauntlet, Alex. And sacrificing your spear to snap grab my own, racing up 
its length with your gauntleted hand closing your line, blade already 
unsheathed, you would have probably gotten any number of pikemen, 
assuming he wasn’t part of a triple layer wall of pikes, in which case you 
would be dead.” 

Alex coughed, stumbling to his feet. “Yes. But if the formation was 
already fracturing, and I had managed to close, I’d be surrounded by dozens 
of men holding weapons way too long to reach me while I closed in and 
blew through them, tearing them to pieces.” 

She nodded. “You’d be the hero, leading the vanguard, and most likely 
honored with drink at the general’s own table. Your fighting spirit, I mean. 
For you would most likely be dead.” Her hard gaze softened into a smile. 
“Still, you’re fighting better every day. You were never one for the easier 


ID espite the injuries to body and spirit he had suffered, Alex now 


path, I could tell that straight off. But ever since... you know... you’ve been 
training harder than ever.” 

Alex nodded. “I think you know why.” 

Liu Li sighed. “It doesn’t matter how skilled you are, Alex. A mortal 
challenging a cultivator is like challenging death itself.” 

Alex smirked. “So, let’s make a deal. I won’t challenge Lai Wei at all. 
At least not until I finally open my First Meridian Gateway, and ascend to 
the rank of cultivators.” 

This declaration earned him a bemused smile. “Actually, I think that’s a 
wonderful dream, Alex. But you’ll need to clear all seven meridian 
gateways to be his match, and less than one in a thousand people even have 
the potential to do that. Don’t get me wrong. The way you’re making so 
much progress in clearing out your First Meridian is fantastic!” She 
squeezed his shoulder. “But you still have so much farther to go.” 

Alex nodded. “You’re right. So I guess it’s time for me to get 
cultivating.” 

Soft laughter caressed Alex’s ears. “If nothing else, your tribulations 
have done wonders for your sense of dedication. Go cultivate. Father is 
busy today and closed the shop, so he won’t mind.” 

Alex blinked at that. “What is he doing?” 

Her gentle gaze hardened. “Enjoy your meditation, Alex. May it make 
you an even better fighter in the morning.” 

Alex frowned, but knew better than pry any further. Instead, he went 
back to cultivating, feeling an almost euphoric sense of accomplishment as 
he got ever closer to his breakthrough number. 

Dual-Path Purification Cultivation now at 89% 

He was so close to his goal! But he was obviously hitting a plateau. The 
rate of improvement had already slowed significantly after reaching 80% 


ALEX DID his best to push away the frustration, knowing that could quickly 
lead to a self-defeating trap. 

Instead he breathed deep, inhaling the wondrous vanilla scents of the 
blossoming greenery within the garden, delighting in how it reminded him 
of the landscaped gardens his mother used to love taking him to as a little 
boy, the air alive with the shouts and laughter of other playing children as 


they savored perfect spring days in a halcyon life that Alex knew he could 
never return to. 

But he could chase new dreams now, he thought, feeling his body 
tingling with the strength of Heaven and Earth spiritual energy flowing 
through his limbs, the environmental Qi seeming to catalyze his own 
purifying efforts as well as filling him with boundless energy. 

He found his thoughts wandering to Liu Li, as they so often did, 
entranced as he found himself by her jade green eyes, soft lips, and gentle 
smile. For all that her lithe, muscular body moved as adroitly as any dancer 
when they sparred, there was a sensual grace to her as well. Even her 
striking fox ears only added to her beauty. Her mystique. Truth was, his 
heart raced from the sheer delight of seeing flashes of her fierce, beautiful 
smile as much as it did from dodging deadly blows that could kill him if 
live steel were in play. 

Had he not been so determined to stay in his master’s good graces... but 
he was. 

As much as he admired and was grateful to his patron, he was 
determined not to play the fool. At least not in this. 

He frowned then, visualizing the girl he so deeply admired as he 
meditated. He could clearly see her expression change in his mind’s eye, as 
if he was glimpsing her in truth. 

“Father, why is he here?” 

Alex felt a momentary dizziness, somehow sensing father and daughter 
and the entirety of the apothecary, including the hooded man who had just 
entered before locking the door behind him with a wave of his hand, 
radiating an almost physical sense of peril. 

“The Jianghu sect greets the worthy Liu Jian and his sacred daughter.” 

Liu Li flushed and lowered her head. 

Liu Jian frowned but wiped his face of all expression. “How may this 
one serve you, Elder Ying?” 

Alex could sense the man’s smile. “Many new reeds sprout in the rich 
fertile soils of our rivers and lakes, and our clan is always grateful for the 
noble farmers that till our soil.” 

A black silken cloth that rang not with the clash of copper or silver, but 
the rich soft tones of gold appeared as if by magic from the man’s black 
gloved hand. “The Jianghu sect is always generous to those who serve us 
well.” 


Liu Jian paled as he counted out the coins. “Elder Ying, the gold here 
Six.” 

“Gold eagles and platinum phoenix both, for our clan’s favored 
cultivator.” 

Liu Jian grimaced. "And my family is grateful. As always. But this 
implies an order of no less than twenty of my cultivation pills." 

“Correct.” 

“Elder Ying, regrettably, performing such a feat at this moment would 
be extremely difficult, for I lack the ingredients at this time to create even 
half that number.” 

A cultivating Alex frowned, sensing the sudden chill in the room even 
in his vision. 

“Then those ingredients must be gathered with all haste, Master 
Alchemist Liu Jian.” 

The older man huffed a sigh. “Would that I could, but the Lai clan have 
used their influence at the temple to forbid even merchants specializing in 
alchemical supplies from bargaining with me. Of course, there are other less 
reputable suppliers I can use, but I would never dare bring anything before 
you that was short of perfection. I will not let a foolish merchant's penny- 
pinching ways result in a flawed product. Thus, I've had to hunt and forage 
everything I need myself! And they have not limited themselves to simple 
economic warfare either..." 

“T am well aware of their attempted assassination of the pet Ruidian you 
have taken on as your apprentice, Liu Jian. My understanding is that he is 
actually quite skilled, for an herbalist.” 

He smiled at Liu Jian’s gasp. “Your last batch of poisons. His doing, 
yes? The perfect symmetry of elements, each dosage having the precise 
effect desired upon the... spirit beasts hunted. Perfection. And of course, the 
Jianghu sect supports you in this endeavor, for all that some would consider 
it a grave offense, if they knew your pet Ruidian was now a master brewer 
of poisons. For we welcome all those who refuse to follow the rigid 
strictures set forth by others, just as all those whose lives have been touched 
by the fox will forever be welcome within our fold.” 

The last was said pointedly at a furiously flushing Liu Li, and it was 
beyond obvious that Elder Ying was both aware of her carefully hidden fox 
blood, and valued her all the more for it. 


“T am an understanding man, Liu Jian, and for you alone, I will even be 
a patient one. For I am well aware that no stronger Alchemical tincture or 
cultivation pill can be made than when a master craftsman gathers all 
necessary ingredients himself.” 

The elder swallowed. “Elder Ying...” 

"And of course, you need not worry about your shop. The Lai clan is 
well aware of how close they came to crossing the red line. They will push 
no further.” He chuckled softly. “You need but let your apprentice 
compound while you are gone. Broken Fang will continue to make his 
regular deliveries to all the sickly souls of this city you have taken under 
your wing, for in truth, none of the herbal infusions need the touch of Qi an 
alchemist such as yourself might bring. The natural healing properties of 
the infusions should be sufficient, yes?” 

Liu Jian swallowed, bowing low. “Your knowledge is most impressive, 
Elder Ying. Of course, I will need time to prepare." 

The man cloaked in shadow dipped his head. "And time you shall have. 
I look forward to seeing the fruits of your labor by next season's end. I am 
well aware that you have your favorite hunting grounds, Liu Jian, and it is 
best if your spears alone pierce the flesh of the spirit beasts you will use for 
your cultivation pills. You may rest assured that none have dared to poach 
upon your lands in the seasons you have allowed your Qi-rich harvests to 
ripen.” 

Liu Jian paled. “If you know the true value...” 

“As I told you, the Jianghu values the craftsmen under its care. Only a 
fool robs the farmer of the seed stock that will ripen into the richest of 
harvests. And I assure you, dear Liu Jian, the fools within our sect were 
purged free with fire, long ago.” 

The darkness seemed to grow, Liu Jian blinking and looking away, Liu 
Li peering intently into the gloom before lurching back. The clink of the 
belled door opening and closing could be heard, and the store was empty 
once more. 

“Father... he knows everything about us. Everything!” 

The older man sighed and nodded. “And he has made it very clear that it 
is by his grace alone that my prized harvesting grounds were never cleared 
of the sacred herbs and Qi blossoms I gather, the choicest spirit beasts 
whose elemental configurations are perfect for my cultivation pills allowed 
to grow in purity and potency deliberately.” 


His daughter nodded. “Because all those ingredients together are used to 
make the most potent cultivation pills to be found anywhere within a 
thousand miles, including Dragon Temple. And we end up selling almost all 
of them to Elder Ying.” She gave an angry shake of her head. “Because for 
all intents and purposes, we now work for him.” 

Alex took a surprised breath as he crashed back into himself, his 
cultivation upset by his shaken breathing as he fought to center himself 
once more. He held off from cultivating for a time, just taking in his 
surroundings, the rustling foliage of the cherry tree he meditated under, the 
sway of the greenery before the gentle breeze, the feel of the warm dappled 
sunlight caressing his skin. 

After several moments of just being grateful to be relatively healthy and 
very much alive, he took stock of himself, yet felt very much on the mend. 
As to the veracity of his vision, the strange, intent gaze Liu Li sent his way 
as she crossed from the back door of their shop and home to the center of 
their deceptively large garden, Alex was chillingly certain it had been real. 

“Alex, how are you feeling?” 

He smiled, gazing into Liu Li’s beautiful, troubled gaze. “Perhaps I 
should be asking you that very question.” 

She blinked. “What do you mean?” 

He shrugged. “You seem... stressed. Is everything okay?” 

“Just a bit preoccupied. Father just informed me we’re running low on a 
number of crucial ingredients for our shop, so we’re going to go hunting for 
exotic herbs and spirit cores. I just wanted to let you know that you might 
be alone in the shop for a few days, but Broken Fang will still make 
deliveries, even if we’re not really ready to let him man the front of the 
store. But the elders who count on our apothecary for their medicines adore 
him for some strange reason. Probably because he’ll compliment any 
cooking, no matter how bad, and they always insist on feeding him. 
Frankly, I’m surprised he’s not Fat Fang, at this point.” 

Alex grinned. “And you need me to stick around and be prepared to 
compound any orders that don’t need to be infused with Qi. And since the 
only ones in need of such are cultivators forbidden from making use of 
Master Liu’s shop, or the Jianghu sect which knows you’ll be gathering 
Spirit cores, no alchemist needs to be on site right now.” 

Liu Li’s approving smile froze into something hard. “How the hell do 
you know that, Alex?” 


Alex blinked. Crap. “Know what?” 

“That the Jianghu sect knows we’re going harvesting.” 

Alex winced, thinking fast. “Broken Fang works for us now, I mean, 
practically speaking, right? So, it’s only natural for him to inform his sect 
about your whereabouts. I’m assuming your father would use him as the 
perfect go-between. And the Jianghu Sect are the only ones who would dare 
buy cultivating pills from you guys anyway, right? Since it’s your most 
valued product, and they your most valued or richest customer, it makes 
sense that they’d know when you’re off to get more supplies to make more 
of what they love you best for.” 

Liu Li furrowed her brow before at last relenting with a shrug. “You’re 
mostly right, Alex. Good insight on your part.” She sighed. “Though it’s not 
only the Jianghu sect that buys our most valuable pills, they are, by far, our 
most important customer. It’s a shame you haven’t broken through, though. 
We could really use a third cultivator with spiritual ties to Father for the 
hunt. No matter. We’ll be careful enough, just the pair of us, so you just 
need to hold down the shop, and most importantly, stay out of trouble.” 

Alex gazed into those beautiful jade green eyes, filled with a sudden 
sense of dread. 

“How soon until you two are off?” 

She shrugged. “A few days just to get everything in order, but then 
we’re gone.” 

Alex forced himself to meet her gaze. “I know it sounds crazy but if, 
well, if I’m able to break through during that time... will you guys let me 
join you?” 

Her eyes widened, her smile transforming into a burst of incredulous 
laughter. “Are you serious? Alex, we already talked about how unlikely that 
will happen for years but, sure! If you manage to start breaking through, I’ll 
make sure Father holds off until you’re good and stabilized, and then we’ ll 
go hunting together. 

“But ’'m warning you, Alex, the chances are minuscule, so don’t get 
your hopes up, okay?” 

But Alex didn't even respond, save with a nod, his eyes already closed 
as he immersed himself with cultivating once more. 

He could feel the purified Qi flowing through him, strands of Dark Qi 
carefully separated and stored in the quickly growing orb of power he had 
formed in his artifact, and he thought he saw flashes of his brilliant Light Qi 


break into a handful of different colors, as if looking at light reflected 
through a prism. 

He was feeling so strong that he ached to test himself, to get up from his 
never-ending Cultivation and really push his body like never before. 

But he held fast and continued to cultivate, even as that day became a 
second and then a third, and he sensed how close his benefactors were to 
leaving on their trip. 

And then, finally, after countless hours spent cultivating, he got the 
notification he had been desperately striving for. 

Dual Path Purification Technique is now at 90% Maximum efficiency. 

Dual Path Purification Technique is now fully ingrained. Do you wish 
to use stored souls towards your next level? Soul use efficiency will only be 
90% of ideal. 

Yes! Alex roared within his mind, and his soul suddenly exploded in 
golden flame. 

Your First Meridian Gate has been opened. All Qi fully processed. Rank 
1 Basic Cultivator Achieved. All physical attributes have increased to the 
next tier. 

Unaligned Qi is now available to you! You have 2 Qi points to use with 
Qi disciplines you gain access to. 

Your Second Meridian Gate has been opened. All Qi fully processed. 
Rank 2 Basic Cultivator Achieved. All physical attributes have increased to 
the next tier. 

You now have 4 Qi points to use with Qi disciplines you gain access to. 

99.67% Percent of Third Meridian Gate blockage has been successfully 
cultivated. 

Alex howled, lost in the sea of agony and ecstasy crashing into and 
through him, as what felt like thousands of hours of intensive cultivating 
was compressed into a few heartbeats of time. 

An endless flood of stored Wu Wei from the souls he had claimed 
roared through his being, the hyper condensed and purified spiritual force 
decompressing itself into pristine Qi of a caliber that was beyond anything 
he had personally condensed or sensed from Master Liu Jian’s cultivation 
pills. 

He shuddered and gasped as Qi flooded through his body as his first 
gate was finally opened. 


But the flood of Wu Wei, potency heightened after a thousand years 
bearing witness to his forging his Dual Path, did not abate. 

It only grew. 

Alex’s trembles grew into spasms as the flood of power ate through the 
pearlescent blockage at his second gate at a shocking pace. It was only 
sheerest desperation and grit that kept him true to the Dual Path Purification 
Technique, sending the Dark Qi into his ring not as a trickle but as a chaotic 
flood, and it was a testament to the inconceivably rapid transcendence that 
his Divine caliber artifact actually grew warm. 

Then so hot that the flesh of his skin sizzled and smoked as his second 
gateway was Cleared. 

Thousands of hours of intense dedication and effort using the best 
purification technique even a deity could devise for him had been 
compressed into a handful of heartbeats as his body rang like a divine bell, 
his second gateway cleared, the storm of power now devouring the third. 

His ring began to glow a brilliant red. He screamed as his flesh smoked 
and sizzled, the sickly-sweet stench of seared pork in the air. 

His flesh. 

And he did not allow the agony to steal his concentration, his focus. 

Images of Lai Wei's mocking smile as he ground a once powerless Alex 
into the dirt, inflicting gruesome, normally fatal injuries upon him kept 
Alex focused, a fierce smile upon his lips. Though in that moment the wrath 
keeping him strong was far less pure than the Wu Wei in his veins, it did not 
matter. So pure was the resultant flood of Qi that when the storm of stored 
energies was finally absorbed, Alex found to his amazement that he was 
just the tiniest hair from clearing his third gateway entirely of its 
pearlescent blockage. 

He opened his eyes moments or hours later, dizzy, disoriented, gasping 
with pain, yet feeling curiously triumphant. 

Then it all came to him in a flash, for all that he cried out, bending his 
fingers, finding his left pinky ring appeared its unremarkable copper self 
once more, though the flesh around it had been blackened and seared. 

His gut twisted. He hated the thought of losing his finger and sought to 
remove the ring, only to find it utterly bound to his flesh. 

He grimaced, having every intention of putting a healing poultice on his 
wound as soon as possible. 


But first, to stabilize his foundation, almost fearing what damage that 
sweet, incredible flood of power might have caused him. 

Only to open his metaphoric eyes with wonder as he sensed his own 
body from within. 

There was no imbalance, no unstable foundation. If anything, it was 
stronger than ever. As if the flood if hideously sweet power from close to a 
dozen trapped souls really had been the equivalent of countless hundreds or 
thousands of hours in deepest meditation, having not only cleared multiple 
gateways, but strengthened his body and spirit as a whole, as if he really 
had been cultivating for all those hours. 

He frowned at the revelation, knowing Master Liu’s own Cultivation 
Pills caused temporary imbalances that had to be smoothed over with a 
good week’s worth of cultivation before one dared use any other 
enhancement. And that was for what were considered masterwork quality 
pills, the best to be found within this tiny corner of the kingdom, which was 
itself the smallest piece of the vast and sprawling empire they were a part 
of. But still, for the ten million souls that called this city and the adjoining 
wildlands their home, Master Liu’s pills were considered the best. 

Yet the Qi Alex had processed had been transcendent. He had used the 
term Wu Wei perhaps too casually, and indeed, it had been laced with as 
much darkness from the brutal nature of their deaths and his dominance and 
destruction of their life force as it had the pure Light Qi of life itself. A 
combination that might have proven toxic to most. Yet the mix was perfect 
for a Disciple of the Dual Path to cultivate. 

And poison for anyone else. 

He shivered, gazing at his ugly burns, the powerful plain-looking 
artifact he seemed to have forged a permanent, unbreakable link to, and 
how deadly a game he was playing, claiming and devouring the souls of his 
enemies with every kill. 

Had he chosen any other path... 

The mixed Qi and taint would have killed him. 

But he knew the secret, that the taint was nothing more than Qi 
representing chaos and change, the counterpoint to the immortal, eternal, 
rigidly perfect ultimate form of Qi most cultivators embraced. Whereas 
Light Qi represented the house that maintained and nurtured the body, Dark 
Qi was the force that catalyzed change. Movement. The virtue of 
transformation, which Silver Fox was said to embrace above all others. 


Though he was just a novice, to Alex it tasted of the state beyond the spirit, 
where Fire and Earth met. It tasted of free will itself. 

And being gifted with the deadly double-edged boons that could destroy 
him as easily as reforge him did indeed seem like a fitting gift from his 
ultimate patron. 

Alex, still dizzy, solemnly bowed his head to the east and the west. The 
birth of new things, the destruction of the old, paying honor to his patron in 
his own way. 

“Thank you, Silver Fox. I will use the boons you have given me to the 
best of my ability.” 

“Every day I will train.” 

“Every day I will strive to be worthy.” 


THEN ALEX BIT HIS LIP, realizing he wasn’t alone. 

Slowly he turned around, catching the incredulous gazes of Liu Jian and 
the fox-eared daughter Alex was in perilous danger of falling for. 

He flushed and gazed at his feet when her wondering eyes caught his 
Own. 

“Alex? We felt the earth shake with the flood of Qi! What just 
happened?” 

Alex swallowed, meeting Liu Jian’s gaze. The old man paled. “No. No, 
it’s been less than two months. And I know the size of your gates, the 
burden of your blockages! There is no way...” 

Alex cut him off with a gentle smile. “It seems I’m now a Rank 2 Basic 
Cultivator.” 

Stunned silence greeted his words. 

“Impossible,” the older man softly whispered. 

"How?" Liu Li squeaked. 

Alex grinned. “And I’m on the cusp of Rank 3.” 

If anything, their gazes widened, Liu Jian giving an abrupt, angry shake 
of his head. “Impossible, lad! I know you’re capable of a great many things, 
but to walk in the footsteps of our city’s greatest legends? You?” He sighed, 
gently placing his hands on Alex’s chest and brow, before abruptly gasping 
and lurching back. 

“Father?” Liu Li’s voice was filled with sudden alarm. She turned to 
Alex, the strangest look on her face. “Alex, what did you do to my father?” 


“Tt’s alright, my child,” he said at last, flashing an awed grin. “It appears 
I was... mistaken.” 

He solemnly bowed his head. “Truly, lad, I am impressed. Whatever 
insights you garnered cultivating on the cusp of death itself, it has proven to 
be a boon beyond all others for you.” 

“Wait, Father, are you actually saying...” 

“He is indeed a Rank 2 Basic Cultivator now. Feel his body, my dear. 
Even you, untrained, can feel the hot waves of Qi now radiating from his 
flesh. 

Liu Li’s eyes widened as she did just that. 

The old man chuckled. “He is indeed one of us, now.” 

He turned to Alex with a bemused smile and an ironic bow. “Let me be 
the first to greet you as a newly forged cultivator. You now walk a perilous 
path, boy, but the view from the summit of your potential is beyond all 
others.” 

He then furrowed his brow. “Alex, when you said you were on the cusp 
of purifying your third gateway... you weren’t exaggerating, were you?” 

Alex solemnly shook his head. “Not at all, sir. If I’m not fooling myself, 
I can clear it in less than 100 hours of meditation.” 

The older man snorted. “And you’d be a fool to push yourself any 
further than you have already. Rest, Alex, for as long as your body demands 
it of you. We’ll bring you food when you awaken. Then you’ ll take the time 
necessary to adjust to your newly empowered body. Only then would I 
recommend further cultivation.” 

Liu Li nodded. “Whenever I ascended a rank, I’d eat ravenously, my 
body blossoming in strength. Every day I would train hard, and sleep the 
Sleep of the dead the entire night through. Only after a week of that routine 
could I be certain that my body had fully stabilized and adjusted. Only then 
could we be absolutely certain it was safe for me to cultivate further, and 
frankly, I enjoyed the change of pace.” 

For some reason, Alex didn't think any of that was necessary. Despite 
his sense of exhaustion, coupled as it was with sweetest satisfaction, he was 
almost certain he could cultivate for days at a time, now. Not only did he 
not think his channels had been strained, he sensed that they had been 
strengthened. Almost as if he had been cultivating for the entirety of every 
day for months or perhaps even years. 


All in the span of a couple minutes, so intense had been the flow of 
power and potency coursing through him been. 

Nonetheless, he gave his closest friends in this world a respectful nod. 
“Tt will be as you say. I’ll rest, relax, stuff my face, and do my best to be a 
worthy sparring partner. 

Liu Li had laughed at that, favoring him with a bemused smile. “I look 
forward to seeing just how much you’ve grown, Alex. See you on the 
morrow.” 

And as energized as Alex felt, the moment he performed his ablutions 
and his head hit his pillow, he was out like a light, the entire night seeming 
to pass in the blink of an eye. 

When he got up, however, his muscles were stiff and sore, and he 
needed to use the bathroom more urgently than he ever had in his life. 

His awkward stumble to the cleverly made and discretely placed 
outhouse wasn’t helped by his master’s snort. “Getting rid of impurities, are 
we?” the man chuckled as Alex groaned with relief, washing his hands in 
the basin of water provided, only then exiting with a sheepish smile. 

“T guess I needed that nap after all. Speaking of which, I’m dying of 
thirst.” 

Master Liu’s eyes widened. He then snorted with laughter. “I’m not 
surprised, Alex. You were out for three days!” He gave Alex an appraising 
once-over. “Frankly, I’m surprised you’re not feeling famished. Your arms 
don't look quite so scrawny anymore, but you hardly have an ounce of fat 
on you! Just muscle." 

Alex winced, at that moment realizing he was indeed feeling utterly 
famished. 

And within moments, he was stuffing himself with the chicken and rice 
soup his wonderful mentor had prepared for him. 

“Eat your fill, Alex, then head to the garden. I know my daughter is 
very anxious to see how you’ve improved since your last match.” 

Alex did just that. He couldn’t help smiling when he met up with Liu Li 
in the courtyard, underneath the central-most cherry tree he loved to sit 
beneath for cultivating, and at times reflecting on the sparring sessions they 
had under those branches as well. Kitted up as she was in her standard 
lamellar armor and helmet of bronze, the weapon she was holding was 
different from the 15-foot-long spears, gladius, or dao they trained with 
most days. Instead, she held a far shorter polearm in hand with a long, 


narrow spearhead almost the length of a short sword, with a pair of crescent 
blades positioned just below it, close to where a halberd’s axe head and 
back hook would be located. The weapon head itself was attached to the 
shaft with steel langets, protecting it from being easily broken off. 

It was effectively a sort of halberd, and Alex had no doubt it could be 
used to devastating effect against even armored foes. 

An assumption quickly proven when a smirking Liu Li pointed to a 
helmet affixed to a post. 

“So far, Father and I have taught you how to handle yourself with both 
long spear, short sword, and dao, and you're not too terrible for a beginner. 
But there are other weapons that properly trained soldiers learn how to 
defend themselves with, or against, and the fangtian ji is one of them. They 
are very useful, for example, when your forces are engaging opponents in a 
push of pike. If you can get your ji in position to tear into the enemy's 
flanks while their pikemen are tied up with your own, you can quickly 
shatter their formation and secure yourself a decisive victory. They're also 
damn effective against armored opponents. Even foes set up with a shield 
wall are vulnerable when you can hook their shields back with the crescent 
axe heads before thrusting forth with your spear point, hopefully skewering 
them on the spot." 

She gestured toward the helm. “Good quality hammered bronze, much 
like our own helmets. Reinforced with quilted padding, almost any arrow 
will skip off, and any spear thrust that doesn’t hit our vulnerable eyes, nose, 
or mouth straight on, very hard to do in the ebb and flow of combat, will 
bounce off the natural curves of the helm. But against the ji...” 

She winked, her casual pose of rest transformed into explosive action 
with a battle-cry as she whipped her weapon around, the steel blade 
cleaving the bronze helm completely in half. 

Alex blinked, “You see, shit like this is why I would like a helm of solid 
steel.” 

Jiu Li’s eyes twinkled, her sudden laughter making Alex’s cheeks burn 
while sending shivers down his spine. “As if that was even practical! The 
empire is larger than you could fathom, with more soldiers than you could 
shake a stick at. The cost alone would set the price of steel so dear you’d be 
spending gold to keep up.” 

Alex blinked. “Just how many Royal Soldiers are there?” 


She shrugged. “You know how many people live in this city you now 
call home, right?” 

He nodded. “About 10 million?” A fantastically huge number. Were it 
not for the brilliant use of plumbing and sewage and, Alex was fairly 
certain, the benefit of an incredible bounty of food assuring everyone who 
survived their daily struggles were well fed, to say nothing of the 
advantages of healing magics or at least, herbal tinctures infused by natural 
Qi, he knew there would be no way any historical Earth city could have 
supported a population this size without malnutrition and disease taking 
their deadly tolls. Until very recently, most cities lost more people to illness 
than they gained through births at a certain point, limitations that had no 
place in this miraculous world. 

She nodded. “During the Golden Era, a royal survey showed that, on 
average, 1 in 10 people people could cultivate, and 1 in 40 people could 
achieve the third rank as a cultivator, which you, much to my amazement, 
seem to be on the cusp of doing. That means that, on average, this city 
should support 250,000 third ranked cultivators, the minimum degree of 
talent needed to make use of the High Roads that allow you to travel 
between cities so much faster than you normally could, which is vital if 
you’re moving troops around a kingdom, let alone an empire the size of our 
own.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Of course, those numbers are a bit dated. 
Many governmental functionaries claim its closer to only 1 in a 100 people 
being able to walk the High Road, but I think that’s just an excuse, in case 
they can’t meet the royal quotas. But that still means our city should be able 
to supply the Golden Empire with at least 100,000 soldiers during times of 
war.” 

Alex blinked. “Just how many cities this size are there?” 

Jiu Li’s smile grew. “Within this principality, within the kingdom as a 
whole, or within the empire to which our kingdom is just the tiniest 
component?” 

“Let’s keep it simple. Just the principality. And how large an area does 
this city control?” 

“Ten cities the equal of our own, Alex. Each one commands a radius of 
territory extending at least half a thousand miles in all directions, if not 
considerably more. The kingdom has more principalities than the 
principalities do cities, and the empire, of course, has more kingdoms than 
any kingdom has principalities. For such is the will of Heaven and Earth, 


and so it must forever be." She flashed a teasing smile. "Or such is the 
official explanation. Really, it's all about conquest." 

Alex blinked, suddenly dizzy with the true scope of this world. “And 
you’re saying this city alone is the chief population center for a thousand 
miles?” He shivered, awed. “That makes this principality, what, the size of 
the USA back home? Bigger? And this kingdom whose name I still don’t 
know might have the same surface area as my entire planet? And gods... I 
don’t even want to think about how massive this empire would be, let alone 
the entire world...” 

He gazed up at the heavens, noting the clear blue skies and fluffy clouds 
he would expect on Earth, not the vast choking atmosphere of hydrogen and 
helium he’d expect in a planet that, his friend was implying, might have a 
surface area approximating that of Jupiter. 

He blinked, hardly registering it when he fell on his rump, actually 
shuddering as he tried to come to grips with the sheer impossibility of it all, 
the immense vastness of this world that was now his own. 

“This, this is impossible,” he whispered. 

Jiu Li furrowed her brow, taking off her helmet, shaking her luxurious 
ebony tresses free. In that unguarded moment, Alex could see her cute 
snow-tipped fox ears arching forward with concern. "What's impossible, 
Alex? Are you okay? You made a major cultivation breakthrough, and if 
you need to rest a few more days... I won't push, and I'll make sure Father 
doesn't either." 

Alex forced a shaky laugh, rubbing at an itch through his lamellar 
armor. “No, no, it’s okay. I’m just trying to get my head around everything. 
I guess it really hadn’t clicked, just how massive everything truly was. I’m 
guessing you could just pick any direction and start exploring, and you’d be 
find yourself encountering new wonders, lost cities, ancient relics and any 
number of adventures if you’re willing to travel far enough.” 

Jiu Li nodded. "Of course. For all that our empire is the most glorious of 
all places to live, it is also vast beyond any single man's ability to traverse 
in a single lifetime without using the High Roads, and much of that land is 
still unexplored, filled with wonders and wild Qi and countless towns and 
villages that might not even realize they're part of an empire." 

She smirked at that. "In fact, almost all small towns are left to their own 
devices, as long as they don't join up with nomadic raiding tribes or the like. 
It's just not feasible to send tax collectors to every village, unlike with a city 


this size, where we are all conveniently pressed in together behind our city 
walls." 

Alex blinked. “Then how do you generate revenue to equal costs?” 

Jiu Li grinned. “Easy. Since towns and villages are left to their own 
devices, that cuts down on direct costs, and the cities themselves are 
revenue generators. Of course, even with directly owned farms and all the 
wild beast hunters out there, there’s no way a city this size could feed itself 
without making use of countless scattered farming communities. 
Fortunately, most villages and towns still depend upon the major cities for 
trade. Farmers and traders band together in caravans and hire guards for the 
journey to major cities like Yidushi, a journey that can sometimes take 
weeks, even months, since very few of them can cultivate at all, let alone 
use the High Road. Their salable goods are taxed before they leave the 
markets, and the profit they make and the selection of goods and luxuries 
they can trade for here in the city has made many a rich caravanner, from 
what I understand, despite the costs.” She shrugged. “Good thing most 
villages establish their farms in areas so rich in Wood Qi that good quality 
produce takes years to spoil.” 

Alex’s eyes widened in wonder. “Fruits and vegetables properly grown 
can take years to spoil in this world? That single tidbit explains so much, 
right there.” 

She nodded. “Unless you deliberately bury the produce. Then of course 
the Earth and Water Qi will naturally transform the produce into soil for the 
seedlings kept in stasis within the fruit or vegetable, thanks to the Wood Qi. 
Thus, Wood, Earth, and Water Qi work in a complex cycle of creation and 
destruction in the natural world. Metal and Fire? That’s more the province 
of Spirit Beasts and man. In fact, one popular theory is that Spirit Beasts, 
especially sentient ones, are the emblem of the Metal and Fire aspects of Qi 
seeking balance with the 3 elements we normally associate with the natural 
world.” 

Alex grinned. “Fascinating.” 

She nodded. “And that knowledge will help you become a better 
scholar, but it won’t make you any more proficient with the ji,” she said, 
swirling her deadly weapon in a complex series of patterns. 

Alex nodded. "You're right, and I guess I should just get used to my 
mind being blown when I consider the vastness of this world. If you're 
equipping millions of men over a territory far larger than the entire world I 


once called my own, then sticking with bronze helms, shin guards, and 
lamellar armor comprised of spirit beast or animal hide boiled in water and 
glue really does make a lot of sense. The sheer logistics of replacing 
everyone’s gear...” He shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about it.” 

She nodded. “To say nothing of constantly replacing rusting steel gear, 
whereas bronze armaments can easily last thousands of years with minimal 
upkeep. But remember, I did say that the front lines were kitted in steel; the 
turtle’s shell, so to speak. And since it’s mostly the sons of well-to-do 
families that earn that honor, often paying for the best quality armaments 
they can out of their own family coffers, a huge drain to the treasury is 
taken on by the clans that would protect their sons.” 

Alex couldn’t help smiling at that. “Smart. Standard gear for all 
soldiers, and the wealthy can spend as much as they want protecting 
themselves and incidentally helping to protect the integrity of the entire 
legion.” He grinned at the fangtian ji she handed him, carefully inspecting 
the weapon. "Still, I can't help noting that the crescent axe heads and spear 
point of this ji are all made of good quality steel." 

She grinned. “That’s because the empire is prudent, not stupid. And 
there is far less actual steel invested in a polearm’s head than in the pounds 
of armor you and [ kit up in.” 

She then placed a coconut head on the makeshift training dummy they 
were using. “Your goal is to split this in half.” She grinned at his 
expression. “First, let’s spend the rest of the morning teaching you the 
basics.” 

And together they did just that. Thanks to his experience with the long 
spear or pike, thrusting with pinpoint accuracy against even moving targets, 
such as the coconuts she tossed his way, was a breeze. Cutting with it, 
however, was far trickier, being nothing like his use of the gladius that he 
had spent the last 2 months trying to master, or the dao, very much like a 
cavalryman’s saber, that they had recently incorporated into his training 
regime. 

If anything, the ji reminded him of a cross between a battle axe and a 
quarterstaff, and though it took him several days before he could finally 
split the coconut, his ability to use it like a heavy quarterstaff, to read Jiu 
Li's intentions in the bind when they pressed shaft against shaft, to sense her 
feints and shifts in balance and fool her in turn, all steadily improved every 


morning to the point he didn’t feel utterly hopeless, though of course his 
laughing partner always trounced him with ease. 

At least his Twin Paths purification was going smoother than ever, Alex 
feeling absolutely no drain as he spent entire afternoons separating the 
strands of dark and Light Qi from the pearl-like blockage along his Third 
Meridian Gateway that he was so close to breaking through. Far from 
feeling at all drained or dizzy, he felt nothing but invigorated and energized 
with every passing hour, though he still made himself pause and get a good 
night's sleep every evening, knowing this had subtle benefits in addition to 
the profound boons to be found in Cultivation. 

Best of all, he could literally feel the difference in his body every day. 

His steps were lighter, his movements naturally fluid and graceful, his 
energy limitless. Even after he was panting, breathless, after a good training 
session with Liu Li, within minutes he would be breathing easily, ready for 
yet another rematch. 

He knew he had improved, but he still wasn't quite where he needed to 
be. He promised himself he wouldn't even glance at his character sheet until 
he had finally achieved Rank 3 cultivation. 

By the end of the week, he had managed to trip Liu Li twice with his 
padded practice ji, compared to the dozens of times she had mock killed 
him with her own. 

Congratulations! You have achieved Rank 2 with Fangtian Ji! 

You have synergistically achieved Rank 2 with Short Spear and Rank 1 
with all cutting polearms. 


AS EBULLIENT AS he felt that day, Liu Li regaling her father with their daily 
bouts in the back yard, the older man was gazing almost critically at Alex, 
his normal bemused smile nowhere to be found. 

“Master Liu, is everything alright?” Alex eventually forced himself to 
ask. 

The older man furrowed his brow. “Let’s just say an old acquaintance 
stopped by today to remind me of certain... obligations.” He shook his head 
with a sad sigh. “I’m sorry, Alex. I had so wanted for you to be able to 
accompany us. As for your astounding rise as a cultivator, performing in 
weeks a feat I thought might take you decades, truly I am impressed. Now I 


know I said I would give you time to achieve yet another breakthrough and 
open your Third Meridian Gateway, but, unfortunately, time grows short.” 

His smile was apologetic. “I know how absolutely absurd it is for me to 
suggest you do anything more than you already have. The last thing I’d 
want you to do is hurt yourself, pushing too hard, after all you’ve done to 
beat the steepest of odds.” 

Alex grimaced. “I understand, sir. As much as you’d like to make 
allowances, time grows short, and I sense your... Customer is not a patient 
man.” 

Liu Jian flashed a bleak smile. “You could say that. And I’m glad you 
understand, Alex.” He turned to his daughter. “We leave in three days’ time, 
Daughter. Prepare yourself accordingly.” 

Liu Li bowed her once-more covered head. “It will be as you say, 
Father.” 

Alex grimaced, bowing his head as well. 

He had gotten the message. 

Three days to break through. 

When he didn’t show up for practice the following morning, Alex knew 
that with a single glance into his quarters, Liu Li had instantly understood, 
quickly darting away with a hopeful smile. 

And how he was able to sense that so acutely when he was embracing a 
tidal wave of cultivating, he didn’t know, only that he had. 

He suspected it was the tiny place in his heart that his beautiful little fox 
had claimed as her own, and she didn’t even know it. 

And he spared no further thought for anything save his own blossoming 
spirit, exhilarating in the crashing waves of black and white Qi sending 
shivers through his soul, as if he were swimming under icy falls in the dead 
of winter. 

A part of his mind was screaming at the alien intensity of the power 
flooding through him, yet more and more of his soul was learning to 
embrace the furious flood of Qi that defined this world. 

Embrace it, and make it his own. 

Congratulations! Your Third Meridian Gateway is cleared! You are now 
a Level 3 Basic Cultivator! Strength, Vitality, Quickness & Finesse have all 
improved by 1 point. Your Qi pool has increased by 2 points. 

Alex gasped, eyes snapping open, overwhelmed by the warm rush of 
energies flooding through him. He spent long moments lost in ecstatic 


triumph, his heart pounding with the force and fury of the tidal wave of Qi 
now percolating through his body before taking a deep breath and finally 
accessing his interface-linked condensed character sheet, eager to spot all 
the ways he had changed. 


Alex Hammer 

Class — Cultivator: Disciple of the Dual Path (Unlimited potential. This 
is a Divine path.) 

Rank 3 Basic Cultivation Achieved 


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Strength 13 (Exceeds 83% of Population) 
Vitality 13 (Exceeds 83% of Population) 
Finesse 12 (Exceeds 74% of Population) 
Quickness 12 (Exceeds 74% of Population) 


SPIRITUAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Scholarship 11 (Exceeds 62% of Population) 
Perception 13 (Exceeds 83% of Population) 
Willpower 14 (Exceeds 90% of Population.) 
Qi pool 6 (3 Meridian Gateways open.) 


HEALTH Points: 152 


PERKS 
Insightful — Rank 2 
Charismatic — Rank 1 


SKILL OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Terran Grappling — Rank 2 
Terran Fencing — Rank 1 
Terran Capitalism — Rank 3 
Mathematics — Rank 2 
Poison Spitting — Rank 3 
Golden Realms Kung Fu — Rank 2 
Dagger — Rank 2 
Dao (Saber) — Rank 2 
Gladius (Short sword) — Rank 2 
Fangtian Ji (Halberd) — Rank 2 
Long Spear (Pike) — Rank 2 
Short Spear — Rank 2 
Cleaving Polearms — Rank 1 


INTERFACE ENHANCED SKILLS 

Biochemical Mastery — Rank 5 

You may now synthesize or cure any poison or formulae mastered. 
Limitations apply. 

Botanical Formulae mastered: 22 

Botanical Poisons mastered: 8 Ancient / 4 Modern 

Arcane Formulae mastered: NONE 

Bio-Contaminants mastered: ‘Tetanus, Staphylococcus aureus, 
Pseudomonas aeruginosa. 

You have 60% Immunity to the effects of all caustic compounds or 
inhaled irritants. 

You have full immunity to the caustic and toxic effects of all poisons 
mastered and all alchemical reagents used. 

You have 30% Immunity to Ethanol intoxication. 

Full regenerative capacity — Heal rate based on Vitality. Injuries will 
be free of scarring. Missing limbs will require 2 weeks per pound of bio 
material lost to regenerate fully. 


CULTIVATION TALENTS 


Rank 3 Basic Cultivator. (3 Meridian Gateways opened.) 

Body Cultivation Techniques Learned: — NONE 

Qi Purification Techniques Learned: — Dual Path Purification Technique 
(90% Efficiency) / Cleansing Breath Purification Technique (3.25% 
Efficiency) 

Qi Cycling Techniques learned: - NONE 

Qi Disciplines learned: - NONE 


AS MUCH As he was awed by the changes, he was almost embarrassed to see 
his spitting ability ranking higher than his martial abilities, but perhaps it 
made sense, since so much was relative, he thought, sucking in a mouthful 
of cold water from his ring, streaming it with perfect accuracy at the fly that 
had landed on his door. 

It was basically a worthless skill that few people would bother to 
master, save in the most eccentric of professions, and he was surprisingly 
accurate, compared to the first time he had tried it. Still, it would be a lot 
cooler if his top martial skill was the exotic crescent-bladed fangtian ji, or 
his saber-like dao that he was top-ranked in, but he knew he had no cause to 
complain. 

And he didn’t need to look at any conceptualized character sheet to see 
how he had improved. Just looking in the mirror was enough to make him 
smile, a far cry from the former high school student wasting away from 
terminal illness, either a couple of months or a thousand years ago. Either 
way, it didn’t matter. He would do whatever it took to never be so 
vulnerable to the wiles of cruel fate again. 

And that necessitated him forging his own path, becoming so strong that 
no one could determine his fate but himself. After all, if he was doomed to 
live in exciting times, he’d rather be the titanic ship making the wave, than 
the fragile fishing vessels so easily overturned by life’s choppy seas. 

He chuckled softly at his reflection. “I got a long way to go before I’m a 
titan in anyone’s book.” He flexed his arm. “Still, it’s nice to actually see 
some muscle pop, for the first time in my life.” 

With the quickest of ablutions, grateful that his purification technique 
left none of the icky residue that seemed to plague so many cultivators, he 
quickly donned his still pristine changshan tunic and the rest of the clothing 


WiFu had gifted him with. He closed his eyes in a solemn moment in 
gratitude for the wonderful attire that was so useful for repelling dirt, grime, 
and all manner of odors, never irritating his skin or needing any cleaning or 
maintenance, looking like he had just stepped out of the tailor’s when he 
finally left his quarters, blinking into the golden rays of the rising sun. 


13 


¢ ¢ lex! You’re awake! You were cultivating so hard I was 
afraid we wouldn’t get a chance to say goodbye!” 

Alex caught site of Liu Jian and Liu Li kitted up in their 
odd combination of soldier and hunting gear, both of them with recurved 
bows, quivers, and boar spears, both of them wearing the armaments they 
sparred with regularly. No doubt excellent for keeping their hides safe from 
spirit beasts as well as more human foes. 

He gazed at Liu Li’s gentle smile and felt a curious knot in his chest, 
knowing they were just minutes away from leaving, heading to what had 
been mysteriously referred to as the High Road, though he had never seen 
elevated pathways of any sort in his rounds about this comer of the city. 

“T did it,” he managed to say at last. 

Both pairs of eyes widened. 

“Seriously?” 

He nodded. 

Liu Jian took off his helmet, flashing Alex an approving grin. “This is 
good news indeed, lad! My only question is this: how do you feel right 
now?” 

Alex grinned. “Like I could run a dozen miles. I don’t feel fatigued or 
drained at all!” 

The older man's mysterious smile grew. "Then kit up. You know where 
your gear is. Secure your armor well, Alex, especially your boots. And as 
for armaments..." He looked at his own boar spear and frowned. "Bring the 
ji you and my daughter were sparring with. Not quite the same as a boar 


spear, but close enough, and I reckon you just might have the strength, now, 
to use it as easily as our own spears. The twin crescent blades will keep our 
prey from charging up the shaft to tear your life away, same as the lugs on 
our own spears, and if things get dicey, you can cleave some vicious 
wounds into their flanks.” 

Alex couldn't help grinning from ear to ear. "Yes, sir!" he said, quickly 
kitting up and returning, making extra certain that the woolen tubes he wore 
for socks and the boots were both as comfortable on his feet as they could 
possibly be, grateful once more to find the leather so supple that they didn't 
feel any more cumbersome than his old track shoes. 

Strangely, it was Liu Li who looked a bit uncertain as her father secured 
the shop, placing several talismans over the front entrance, giving a look of 
satisfaction when he was done. “There. Any fool that tries to break in will 
get a lesson they won’t soon forget. And the back of the shop? No one but a 
cultivator who has reached the Silver ranks has a hope of breaking 
through.” 

"Alex, are you sure about this? The game we hunt is fierce, and after all 
you've been through..." Liu Li gently squeezed his hand with genuine 
concern. 

He blinked, surprised to see her worry. 

“Of course he’s certain,” her father said offhandedly, immediately 
leading the way toward, Alex assumed, wherever the High Road was to be 
found. “If he has truly cleared his third gateway as he claims, his body will 
be awash in raw vitality right now, and you have trained him as well as you 
could in the ways of a soldier since his first days among us, as I have 
witnessed countless times. And if our dear friend Alex is at all... mistaken 
in his growth, he will be unable to join us on the High Road. Are our 
supplies all packed away?” 

“Yes, Father," she said, patting the backpack on her back. She smiled at 
Alex. "Father managed to win a Storage Pack during his years as a student 
at Dragon Temple. However despicable the politics of some of the teachers 
there, no one can deny that they make high-quality artifacts." 

Her father snorted. “And worth no more than as storage for our supplies 
and the game we bag, as far as I’m concerned, now stop wasting time.” 

His daughter rolled her eyes and Alex couldn’t help grinning, finding 
the light jog the trio were taking through the city as effortless as they 


seemed to, all three of them earning no small number of stares, even if 
mostly a brief flicker, acknowledging that cultivators were passing by. 

What really caused some eyes to widen was seeing Alex among their 
number, his wide blue eyes and distinctive Caucasian features standing out 
against his companions. He heard the word ‘Ruidian’ more than once. Some 
said it with awe. 

Others said it like a curse. 

Fortunately, his brilliant silver and blond locks were hidden by his 
helmet, or he’d stand out even more. 


COLD DARK EYES glared into Alex’s own. “No Ruidian is to use the High 
Road,” said the glaring soldier, hand suggestively fingering the hilt of his 
dao, the guards beside him glaring with similar hostility. 

Alex stepped back, carefully keeping his body language as demure as 
possible, for all that he was holding the Chinese equivalent of a halberd. 

They had just finished ascending a hundred steps up a gloriously wide 
Staircase of pearlescent marble that shimmered and sparkled with the 
morning sun shining upon it. The entire vast city below was laid out below, 
awing Alex with the countless pagodas, ivory domed towers and numerous 
architectural wonders on brilliant display, dotted with soothing bits of green 
from the numerous miniature parks and tree-lined boulevards that made this 
city such an amazing place to explore. 

It was like living in a wondrous historical paradise, if one could 
discount the intense disdain for foreigners that some of the natives had, 
such as the guard upon the shimmering platform of stone before them, 
positioning himself almost pugnaciously between Alex and the brilliant 
stream of milky white light arching from the platform over the city and off 
into the horizon. A rainbow of pure white light that arched into the heavens, 
soaring high overhead. 

Alex gasped in wonder, part of him terrified by the thought of stepping 
off the platform and onto what seemed no more than a bridge of light, 
secretly hoping he would have no choice but to turn around and put his feet 
safely back on the ground, where they belonged. 

And for all that Liu Li glared at the soldiers, clearly offended on Alex’s 
behalf, Liu Jian merely chuckled, taking a sip from a flask that Alex’s 
interface enhanced sense of smell marked as very high grade sake, before 


passing it to the glaring guard who, nonetheless, didn’t hesitate to take a 
swig, eyes widening at what was, it seemed, a very fine brew. 

“A fine blend, isn’t it?” Liu Jian asked, the guard giving a grudging nod. 
“T was lucky enough to pick up an entire cask, when last I served under 
General Lin what was it, thirty years ago?” 

The guard’s eyes widened at that. “The General Lin? He who repelled 
the Mongit Hoard at Sacred City?” 

“The very same,” Liu Jian assured. “He was particularly famous for 
using any tool at his disposal, if it would aid in the cause. His 
unconventional tactics and use of mixed unit regiments was never 
acknowledged formally, but it had won him any number of battles. He was 
the one who spearheaded the use of shield walls leading the charge before 
long spears and ji turned our foe’s broken lines into a slaughter.” 

“A good man,” acknowledged the still reserved soldier who had first 
blocked their way. 

“Best general I ever served under. One of the most important lessons he 
had for all of us was to never fear taking the initiative, or using the tools 
before you. And this boy, odd-looking as he might be, is proving quite the 
useful tool! As you know, all sins of birth or judgment are washed clean of 
any man who joins the Royal Army. And what's the one requirement 
beyond all others that must be met?" 

“To be able to walk the High Road,” the soldier smirked. “For those 
who have not opened their third gateway will die the presumptuous fools 
they are.” 

Liu Jian nodded. “And all others?” 

A breathless pause. “Are redeemed,” the lead guard said begrudgingly. 
“Can this boy really walk the path?” 

Liu Jian winked. "Truth is, I don't even know. But either way, we have 
one more future soldier joining our army's glorious ranks, or one less 
Ruidian to worry about. Either way..." 

"It's a winning bet," said the guard, smirking at Alex. "You sure you 
want to play this game, boy? There's no way to fake walking the path. You 
either ascend the High Road..." 

“Or you fall.” Alex swallowed, glaring at Liu Jian, who had the gall to 
wink. “I get it.” 

Liu Li looked increasingly worried. “Father...” 

Liu Jian patted her shoulder. “Have faith, my dear.” 


She swallowed. “Alright, but at least we can rope him up so if he 
falls...” 

“No!” snapped the formerly bemused guard, now glaring. “If he can 
actually walk the path... we will count him worthy. For all that his sins are 
far more grievous than most soldiers reborn, black as his origins are. But 
there is no way in hell he will be allowed to mock our nation, our empire, 
making jest of the Qi that sustains us all, and live to tell the tale.” 

He glared at Alex. “You understand, boy? If you act in jest, think to 
make fools of us... lower your head and turn around and for the sake of 
your master alone, I’ll permit you to live without cleaving free your head. 
But if you dare step upon the High Road, it will lead either to your 
redemption, or your death.” 

Alex swallowed, his heart suddenly racing. He forced himself to nod, 
for all that he realized he was putting his life on the line, about to step upon 
a path as insubstantial as a beam of light, over a hundred-foot drop. 

“What should I expect?” he asked breathlessly, stealing a glance at a 
pale-faced Liu Li. 

Surprisingly, it was one of the guards that spoke. 

“A crushing weight, lad, as if gravity squeezed not your flesh, but your 
soul.” His gaze turned reflective. “Or as if the gear on your back had just 
doubled. But you can walk it, if you have sufficient cultivation. If you, a 
foreigner, can truly channel and cultivate the spiritual energy of Heaven and 
Earth.” 

A second guard nodded. “But you will begin to feel tired long before 
you’ve reached any of our sister cities, especially if you have only just 
opened your third gate, and are inexperienced with sky marches. Your 
march will end at a platform much like this one. Open air, wide enough to 
support hundreds of soldiers flooding in, smooth flat stairs allowing for an 
easy, fast exit. But best you keep your balance. Other than that, if you can 
walk no further, you jump off.” 

Alex blinked. “Wouldn’t that be bad?” 

“Not once you’re past the city proper. The buildup of Qi you generate 
with your march helps to cushion you, should your commander order the 
entire regiment to jump off between cities.” 

Liu Jian nodded. “It is that tactical flexibility that allows us to quickly 
overtake enemy soldiers or barbarian encampments, which are rarely 
situated right next to our cities, allowing us to maintain the principality. 


This is true for the kingdom at large and with the empire as a whole. Were it 
not the case, it could take us weeks just to arrive at where our seers or 
scouts have spotted enemy troops. This way, even if they are still some 
distance off, we can at least shave miles from either latitude or longitude 
and make it far more difficult for our enemies to escape traps we set for 
them.” 

“But our city’s defensive magics means if you jump in the city, you’ll 
end up a very red stain on the pavement blow.” 

Alex swallowed, his ears roaring with the sound of his own madly 
racing heart. 

He looked back at Liu Jian and his daughter, touched by the concern he 
saw in Liu Li’s gaze. 

“Alex...” 

He felt sick with sudden vertigo, reminded all too well of the time he 
had been ten, he and his friends all daring each other to take the high dive. 
It had been built years ago, when regulations had been more lax, well over 
ten feet above the pool’s edge. 

He had flashed his buddies a cocky smile and climbed up the ladder 
willingly enough. But when he saw how high it was, he had felt so sick with 
vertigo he was afraid he’d just stumble off to his death. Or such was the 
excuse he told himself, heart hammering with dread much as it was now, 
climbing down on shaky legs and hands so sweaty he was afraid he’d slip 
right off, to the laughter and jeers of his former friends, seeing nothing but 
cold contempt in faces that had once been filled with admiration. 

He had scurried back home in tears and shame. 

He would rather die than ever be so badly humiliated again. 

“Here goes nothing,” he said, taking that first terrible step for the bridge 
of light before his nerve left him entirely. 

“Father!” 

“He has to do it, Liu Li. If he is ever to be a man in his own eyes, he 
must do this.” 

“But what if...” 

And Alex deliberately tuned out whatever else was said as his rapid 
breaths turned erratic, forcing that first step off the ledge into empty space. 

His started cry turned to a gasp of wonder as he felt himself being 
buoyed up by a shimmering current of power, even as the weight of 


armaments and gear on his back seemed to double. He swallowed, feeling 
an odd sort of weariness already, and took his first step forward. 

Feeling an intense flood of relief when that buoyant wave of flexibility 
hardened to a road of shimmering ivory, as solid to his feet as the road they 
had taken through the city. 

“Alex, wait up!” 

Alex blinked, surprised at how far off the voices seemed. 

“Don’t turn around, just stay there!” 

Alex nodded, heart still racing, fear replaced by wonder, as he gazed 
down at the city in all her glory and wonder. 

He felt Liu Li’s soft hand clasp his own. He dared to turn his head then, 
touched by the smile she gave him, winking one jade green eye. 

“I knew you had it in you,” she said. “Now come on! Let’s press on as 
fast as we can. If we’re lucky, we should be able to reach our jump-off point 
before nightfall.” 

Alex blinked. “So we’re not traveling all the way to the next city?” 

She laughed at that. “That’s well over a thousand miles away, and this is 
your first Sky March. You’d collapse long before you got there.” 

Alex frowned. “But if most soldiers are, well, Rank 3 Basic Cultivators, 
how do they manage to travel from city to city without stepping off the 
road? And once you step off, how do you get back on?” 

Liu Li sighed, though her pace didn’t slow. “There’s the thing. No, you 
can’t hop back on the High Road until you’re at the next city... and what 
might take us twenty hours by High Road would take a peasant maybe 
thirty days by foot, assuming they had supplies and smooth roads.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Wow. That’s... just...” He shook his head, awed 
once more by the incredible scope of this world. That major cities, massive 
and impressive as they were, with millions, not tens of thousands of 
inhabitants, were separated by hundreds if not thousands of miles. 

Liu Li smirked. “Don’t worry. The fact is that with a few month’s 
training, most enlisted cultivators become far more potent third rankers than 
they had been before joining the military, thanks to the intense spiritual 
energy gathered as they practice what the army teaches as a marching 
cultivation, assuming their Fourth Meridian Gateway hasn’t already opened. 
At that point, almost any regiment can reach an adjoining city in less than 
24 hours, no breaks needed. But we’re not going to bother with teaching 


you any marching cultivation right now, since we're just doing this for a few 
hours, and we need all your focus on the High Road." 

Liu Jian frowned. “It wasn’t always so difficult,” he said. 

Alex blinked, taking a moment to focus on the older man’s words, so 
awed was he by the massive city walls they had just passed, a good twenty 
feet thick and perhaps twice as high. Truly, the cities were bulwarks against 
the wildlands beyond their walls. Alex could only wonder at how fierce the 
spirit beasts or invading armies must be, to necessitate such megalithic 
defensive measures. 

“I’m sorry, what wasn’t always so difficult?” he asked, catching sight of 
endless wooded valleys and glades, the High Road they were taking quickly 
leading them above ever steeper hills that soon turned into mountains, 
though none so high as to lose their thick canopy of trees. 

He did spot, here and there, well-demarcated roads and what he took to 
be walled villages, with patchwork fields on all sides. He actually found 
this reassuring, part of him having visualized endless miles of dense 
woodlands between all points in civilization. Instead, it appeared that the 
major hubs of art, cultivation, and commerce were thousands of miles apart, 
but small hamlets and villages dotted the still largely untamed landscape. 
Alex suspected the lives of the inhabitants below were completely separate 
from the massive cities connected by the High Roads that the three of them 
were traveling along at that very moment. 

Since the massive cities seemed only to focus on their own concerns or 
commerce between each other, he could imagine any number of shadow 
kingdoms forming below. And all of them far too distant and numerous for 
any proper authority to ever bother dealing with or even caring about, so 
long as vising farmers and craftsmen paid proper tariffs on the produce and 
goods they flooded the major cities with. 

He couldn’t help shaking his head with awe, wondering how many 
kingdoms and cultures were superimposed upon each other in this wild, 
beautiful world. 

“Traveling between cities, Alex. Are you even listening to me?” 

Alex flushed. 

The older man’s glare turned to a bemused smile. “It is a marvelous 
sight, isn’t it?” 

Alex nodded as the alchemist sighed. 


“Some of my fondest memories of army life was simply traveling the 
High Roads, seeing our kingdom in all her glory. Though I never did see the 
wider empire, I did leave the principality a time or two, aiding against 
barbarian incursions many thousands of miles to the east.” 

Alex nodded, duly impressed. 

“In any case, I suspect that it didn’t used to take soldiers months of 
training just to be able to cross from one city to the next without dropping 
of exhaustion.” 

“But Father, the theory you espouse is nothing short of absurd!” 

“Is it? Some of the most esteemed scholars at Dragon Temple were in 
complete agreement with me, before I finally left.” 

“Well, yes, but that dungeons left unchecked too long actually cause the 
world around them to expand? How is that even possible?” 

“The influx of Dark Qi mixed with the elements of Fire, Metal, and 
Earth, is causing strange changes within our world, Daughter. Have you 
even looked at the maps I've showed you?" 

Liu Li nodded. “Yes, Father, I’ll admit the way some cities are more 
isolated than others is... eccentric, but that really doesn’t prove anything!” 

“Tt does when you read the histories, daughter. All the cities within this 
principality, within the entire kingdom, were once laid out in neat grid 
patterns.” 

Alex frowned, suddenly thinking of dark energy and the expansion 
theory of the universe that everyone had taken as a given on Earth, once 
upon a time. “I take it that now they’re not?” 

Liu Li sighed. “Ancient cartographers had not perfected their art, 
Father.” 

“Yet our city planners managed to establish aqueducts, sewers, parks, 
government buildings, and everything else a burgeoning center of 
commerce needs? Such that even with 10 million inhabitants, we don’t 
suffer from illness and overcrowding? That level of ancient technology was 
in play, yet a few foolish cartographers were allowed to wreck Emperor 
Long’s perfect grid? I find that highly unlikely.” 

Alex blinked. “So wait, you’re saying that in addition to cultivators, this 
world also has dungeons randomly popping up in the wilderness? Please tell 
me they're filled with treasure." 

He winced when Liu Li casually smacked him so hard, he could feel it 
even through his helmet. “You sound far too excited, Alex. Dungeons are 


dangerous places. And for all that prizes can be found within in the form of 
potent herbs, mushrooms, and powerful monster cores, there is a terrible 
cost as well that has broken many cultivators.” 

Alex blinked. “I didn’t realize.” 

She snorted. “All you have to do is look 5 miles outside our very own 
city. Those bastards at Dragon Temple don’t even bother clearing it out! No 
matter the threat it poses not only to our city, but to the land itself, if 
allowed to fester for too many centuries.” 

Alex blinked. “Wait, we have an active dungeon five miles from where 
we live?” 

Liu Jian grunted in the affirmative. "And they don't care how many 
young cultivators it ruins, so long as the corrupt bastards now running the 
school can profit with the beast and essence core tithes they demand as 
payment from every student they teach, having conveniently stifled all 
competition by fair means and foul, over the last five hundred years.” 

Alex furrowed his brow, stomach tightening, knowing he would have to 
visit that school himself one day. If Silver Fox’s hints were anything but 
deception, the secrets to his advancement were hidden somewhere within 
that school. Whether it was students who had stumbled upon a unique path, 
wizened elders, or ancient tomes hidden somewhere in the dusty reaches of 
whatever passed for a library there, Alex was all but certain that the price 
for his advancement was enduring whatever trials that academy put before 
him. 

Then he took a deep breath of the remarkably fresh air, utterly free of 
the city odors he had quickly grown used to after all those weeks training 
and living with his two newest and only friends in this world. He put all 
brooding thoughts about corrupt instructors and jaded schools aside, 
focusing only on this moment, gazing at the deep blue sky above, and the 
verdant hills lush with endless forests below. 

Despite his growing fatigue, he managed to embrace a certain state of 
Zen, one with each moment and that moment alone, so the growing pain 
and exhaustion of the passing hours meant nothing, and the future was 
always eternally distant. There was only this one instant in time, and within 
each instant, Alex had more than enough willpower to survive and endure. 

Until he gasped, stumbling to a halt when Liu Jian's deceptively 
powerful grip upon his shoulder stopped him cold. 

“At ease, Alex. We are here.” 


Alex blinked, slowly spinning around, seeing no trace of any 
magnificent walled cities on the horizon, not even one of the occasional 
villages they had spotted with decreasing frequency the further they made 
their way along the high road. 

There wasn’t a soul for countless miles in all directions. Alex was sure 
of it. 

Alex blinked. “Where are we?” 

His mentor grinned. "Exactly where we need to be. Take a good look 
around, Alex. Try to memorize where all the mountains and hills are in 
relation to one another. Don't just see it, feel the majestic weight of the 
mountains, the gentle covering of woodlands giving the land a rich 
vibrancy. Notice where that pristine blue lake is, relative to everything else. 
Do you feel it like a living mark on the compass of your mind? 

Alex closed his eyes, grinning when an unexpected message popped up 
from his mind. 

Interfacing with map. Save point stored. 

“T do,” he said. 

“Excellent! Now it’s time for us to go.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Wait, we really aren’t going to continue to a rest 
point?” 

Liu Li winked. “See you on the other side,” she said, leaping backwards 
off the High Road with a final farewell wave. 

"Liu Li!" 

“T’m doing this for your own good, boy, so hold onto your ji!” 

Perception check failed! Finesse check failed! 

Alex gasped and cried out as a surprisingly powerful arm clenched him 
by his waist and leaped off the bridge. 

For an endless, terrible moment Alex was at the apex of their leap, 
everything utterly still and peaceful, a frozen slice of time. 

And then they began to fall. 

Alex’s stomach shot up his throat as he screamed, recalling in that 
instant why he absolutely hated roller coasters, and that was when he was 
safely strapped into a ride. Not falling hundreds of feet through the air with 
no parachute, to what he was certain would either be a very quick death or 
an agonizingly slow one. 

"You're doing fine, boy!" laughed the older man over the howling 
whistle of the wind in their ears. "Now don't forget to brace yourself for 


impact. Roll with the fall, and don't lock your legs! This shouldn't hurt 
worse than a twenty-foot drop!" 

Alex’s eyes widened. “That’s plenty fast enough to break my bones!” he 
screamed, and then he could think of nothing else but Facetube videos of 
young skaters screaming as limbs shattered and bones burst from their flesh 
when stunts failed spectacularly. And the ground was coming in faster than 
a tidal wave. He inhaled and prepared for impact... 

Then blinding pain and blackness. 
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¢ ¢ idn’t he do anything to break his fall?” 
"Sadly, he is nowhere near as strong as we are, my dear. 
After a few years of solid cultivation? I have high hopes. But 
for now, I'm afraid we're going to have to set up camp here. He should rest 
his ankle for at least a day. Fortunately, nothing’s broken. I sense he’s a 
natural body cultivator; his muscles, tendons, and bones already sucking in 
all the Qi his meridian gates are making available to him.” 

“But Father, the Qi generated after all those hours on the High Road 
should have cushioned his fall completely! Hardly any soldier breaks 
anything, even on their first jump close to the city.” 

“True. And all of them spend dozens of hours training how to jump and 
fall, readying themselves instantly for attack from all sides, in case they are 
jumping right into the fray. Our dear Alex has no experience of this kind, 
whatsoever. This was his first jump in every sense of the word.” 

“T hope he’Il be fine by tomorrow.” 

Alex felt a tired pat on his shoulder. It was all he could do not to get up 
and yell at them for that madcap stunt, and with no warning. But he was just 
too comfortably snug in woolen blankets to bother, so settled for a half- 
asleep smile, sensing Liu Li performing manual tasks he knew she’d love to 
delegate to him if their roles were reversed. 

“Fear not, my daughter. It is exhaustion, not injury, that is responsible 
for his current state. The bruise on his forehead is already gone. I have no 
doubt that by tomorrow, he will be as right as rain." 

Then the crack of thunder could be heard overhead. 


“You just had to mention rain, didn’t you, Father?” 

By the time Alex opened his eyes, sufficiently free of his daze to want 
to help, he found the pair already snoring away, sensing that it was the 
middle of the night. A glance outside allowed him to see the ethereal glow 
of some kind of ward that Liu Jian had undoubtedly established as a 
protection/warmning system, useful for any adventurer. 

You have sensed Basic Flame Ward. Comprehension is now at 40%. You 
are unable to cast the ward at this time. Earth, Fire, and Metal affinities are 
needed to cast this ward. 

Basic Flame Ward comprehension is now at 75%... 

Basic Flame ward comprehension is now at 100%. It is now possible to 
absorb Qi energies based on this skill. Caveat: Proper pathways need to be 
established and Elemental cycling techniques mastered, or meridian gate 
damage is possible. 

Alex’s eyes widened with awe. He swallowed, in that moment 
appreciating what a boon his odd gifts might become, once they were 
allowed to fully blossom. If his interface, subconscious, whatever it was, 
was able to analyze and break down the energies associated with various 
elemental attacks and wards and somehow absorb all or at least some of the 
damage... that could be an incredible boon. 

But it sounded like he'd need to at least ascend to Bronze, and somehow 
have found a proper cycling technique for his eight element affinities by 
then, not to mention have begun forging idealized links between at least 
several of these meridian gates, or risk severely damaging himself. So, Qi 
attack absorption was not a move he would dare make before he was ready, 
unless the strike would otherwise kill him. Still, the potential alone filled 
him with a fierce sense of excitement. 

So much potential, as long as he could keep himself focused on the right 
path, and find the resources he needed to pursue that path. And, more 
motivated than ever, he spent the rest of the night further mastering the 
Dual-Path Cultivation technique, and what was at first a hopeful suspicion 
soon became a certainty. 

Even though his cycling was limited to his Qi naturally flowing from 
his three opened gateways, it was most definitely clustering around his still- 
tender ankle. And with each carefully held breath, the tenderness and 
swelling seemed to be steadily fading. By the time the horizon caught fire 


with the first rays of dawn, he found he could walk on it with only the 
slightest amount of tenderness, as if it had been healing for days. 

And when the morning was well and truly underway with the birds 
chirping overhead and Liu Jian and Liu Li making jokes about his 
overzealous dedication, like a true cultivator, he found he could move it 
with absolutely no tenderness at all. 

Liu Jian had frowned when he first saw Alex putting weight on it. “I 
think it might be too soon for that, Alex. As impressed as I am with your 
strength, even a sixth-ranked basic cultivator...” 

His eyes widened when he saw Alex effortlessly stretch his limbs before 
springing from one foot to the other in a series of hopping dodges Liu Li 
had taught him as part of their system of fighting. 

“Your kung fu is improving, Alex,” Liu Jian said with a curious smile as 
he tossed Alex his ji. 

“No doubt thanks to his excellent teacher,” Liu Li quipped with a smile 
as She kitted up in her armor, and Alex couldn’t help but return the grin. 

“The best and loveliest teacher to be found anywhere in a thousand 
miles,” Alex assured. 

She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks flushed a pretty rose nonetheless. "If 
you were serious, Alex... but never mind. Come, finish kitting up, and let's 
head out. Our preferred campsite is just a day's journey to the west. Then 
we'll be in an ideal position to harvest the most potent seeds and cuttings to 
be found anywhere for a hundred miles." 

Alex didn’t hesitate to nod his assent as they began their journey 
through the forest, gazing with wonder at the towering trees soaring 
hundreds of feet high, golden shafts of sunlight spearing through the 
verdant canopy overhead. He thought he spied giant species of oak, apple, 
and chestnut, but couldn’t be sure until he spotted dozens of what seemed 
perfectly ripe apples at the roots of one massive trunk. 

He frowned, hesitating before touching the glossy skins of those 
delicious-looking apples, turning to catch Liu Li’s gaze. 

“Are they safe?” 

She quirked an eyebrow, spotted what he was pointing to then grinned, 
taking a quick sniff before biting deep into the apple, groaning with 
pleasure as apple juices streamed from her mouth. 

“Absolutely delicious! Why can’t we get more fruit like this in the 
city?” 


Her father snorted. "Because an area this rich in Heaven and Earth 
spiritual essence is also rich in spirit beasts. You're spoiled, living in the city 
all your life, Daughter. These woods are wild for a reason. No one who 
lacked a cultivator's gifts would dare set up a village here, and a village of 
cultivators would no doubt find far more profitable things to do with their 
time than pick baskets of fruit it would then take them weeks to haul back 
to the cities.” 

Liu Li rolled her eyes but kept her tone polite enough. "It is as you say, 
Father." 

Alex smiled, suddenly hit with an idea. “So, these apples might be 
worth a pretty copper or two if we brought them back... or a nice treat if we 
brought it ourselves.” 

His mentor nodded. “Yes, Alex. But my pack has limited holding space, 
and I plan on filling it with precious herbs, cuttings, and of course spirit 
beast cores and the choicest cuts of meat.” 

Liu Li nodded. “Lamellar armor made of properly treated Spirit Beast 
hide is almost as strong as good quality steel. Depending on the beast it’s 
made from, it could be even tougher, not to mention prove extremely 
resistant to whatever elements the creature had an affinity for.” 

Alex nodded, contemplating all the natural treasures around him and the 
two people in a city of ten million that had gone out of their way to befriend 
him, help him, even nurture him from the brink of death when he would 
have otherwise perished. 

They stopped, somehow sensing the weight of his regard as he came to 
a decision. 

“Alex, what’s wrong?” 

Alex met Liu Li’s gaze. “If I show you guys a secret, can you promise 
me it will go no further than the three of us?” 

Liu Li grinned and nodded. “We’re honored for your trust, Alex.” 

Liu Jian scowled. “As if we had ever given you reason to doubt us...” 

Alex bowed to his master in apology before approaching the cluster of 
deliciously ripe apples, each of them as large as a grapefruit, inspecting one 
carefully before taking his first bite, finding it just as delightfully sweet and 
crisp with a hint of tartness as his favorite New Zealand apples back home. 

Verifying that they were indeed worth storing, he touched his copper 
ring to one after another, visualizing scores of iceboxes within the ring. 


Insight gained. If you can visualize whatever you like in the spatial 
dimension that is your ring, why not visualize low-temperature containers 
perfect for keeping produce or meat preserved indefinitely? 

Of course, the produce of this world should naturally keep for months or 
years, but refrigeration couldn’t hurt, assuming decay would happen at all 
in his ring if he didn’t wish it to. He’d need to do some tests to find out. In 
the meantime though... 

Liu Jian was peering with wide-eyed wonder at the ugly little ring on 
Alex's finger. 

“That ring. It’s a storage device?” whispered the alchemist. 

His daughter whistled. "And it's so small! Certainly, it's close to being 
full. It almost has to be, at that size." 

“All this time, our young tenant’s been hiding a treasure away that’s 
worth a double handful of platinum phoenix, at least!” Liu Jian cleared his 
throat. “Truly, an impressive heirloom, Alex, but my daughter makes a good 
point. With limited storage capacity, there are far better prizes worthy of 
space in your magical artifact than a few apples, as delightful a treat as they 
may be to the palate.” 

Liu Ji nodded. “Father’s right, Alex. But at least now we’ll have plenty 
of apples to fill us up, no matter where we adventure in the forest!” 

Alex grinned. "Let's just say carry weight is not a limiting factor for 
me." 

Liu Jian frowned. “What exactly are you saying?” 

Alex held the man’s gaze. “It means there’s no limit.” 

The man blinked. “Alex...” 

“And I hope that secret will stay with us. Always.” 

Liu Li paled. “Alex, there is no such thing as unlimited storage. Even if 
it had the dimensions of a jade class treasure, the property of kings and 
emperors, it would hold a hundred cubic feet at most, and would sell for a 
fortune in spirit pearls. Yet you’re saying you have an artifact with 
unlimited storage space. Do you even have any idea how much a treasure 
like that would be worth?” 

Alex shrugged. “It doesn’t even matter. To me? It’s priceless.” He then 
flashed a bemused grin. “In every game I’ve ever played, whether Post- 
Apocalyptic Armageddon or Skydragon, the one and only cheat code I 
always insisted upon using was unlimited carry weight. The ability to loot 
an entire freaking dungeon and not have to do a dozen speed-runs selling all 


that crap at the merchants’ stalls? The countless hours I'm spared from that 
grind? Absolutely priceless!" He chuckled. “I know that might not make 
much sense...” 

“No sense at all,” assured Liu Li. 

“But I couldn’t be happier to have it. Besides, just look at this ugly little 
copper ring. Who would pay a fortune for it? Who would believe it was 
worth much of anything? And the people who would pay a fortune might 
find it far more expedient just to kill off the Ruidian in their way, and claim 
it for themselves.” 

Both his companions looked away. Neither denied it. 

“When you consider both who I am and the fact that this ring looks so 
unremarkable it wouldn’t get nearly what it was worth in any kind of 
auction, even if I could hide my identity, maximizing its utility by using it 
myself is the smartest play I have.” 

Liu Li just shook her head. “Alright, so maybe it would be tricky to sell 
it. You’d need to be the one making use of it, proving how much it can hold 
by demonstration. Because your assertion that such an ugly little trinket is 
superior to every gold and jade artifact in the emperor’s own palace? It’s 
flat out impossible, Alex. Any number of lords would strike you dead for 
even daring to make that claim." 

Alex grinned. “Because I'm a rankless outsider, vulnerable to having his 
wealth seized under any pretext. And my executioners will no doubt pocket 
my ring as ‘evidence’ that their butchery was just. A ring they could have 
any tinkerer duplicate, declaring it proof of my deception, while keeping the 
real thing for themselves, when they find out that my claims were true." 

Liu Li paled. 

Liu Jian gave a bitter chuckle. “At least our young friend here is no 
fool. He already understands the ruthless duplicity and treachery hiding in 
the heart of our wondrous city. No matter how noble the hero, he will 
forever be more at risk of perishing from corrupt nobles within his home 
city than honorable enemies without.” 

Alex bowed. “Precisely, Master Jian. The bitter duplicity of men who 
are supposed to act with honor, so damn eager to sentence a young man to a 
cruel death, just so they could steal credit for stopping a boatload of 
enemies eager to poison an entire city, is a lesson this one will never 
forget.” 


Liu Li swallowed. “And now you’re going to insist once more that that 
boy’s tale, a dusty legend over a thousand years old, is your own.” 

Alex grinned. "I wouldn't dream of it. But at least there's one claim I 
can actually prove. Let me be the party pack mule. You just fill me up, and 
we'll see how much loot we end up with by the time we’re done our 
monster hunt.” 

Liu Jian’s furrowed brows mellowed into a bemused chuckle. “You’re 
just full of surprises, aren’t you, lad? Very well. We’ll see just how much 
your ring can hold. And don’t worry, neither my daughter nor myself will 
betray the confidence you have shared with us. My word as a cultivator 
upon it.” 

Liu Li’s eyes widened. “Father! You’re putting your cultivation purity in 
peril.” 

Alex blinked. “Wait, breaking your word has real-life consequences 
beyond the social, here?” 

Liu Li nodded. “Of course, Alex. The purity of our Qi, the smoothness 
of our cycling, has everything to do with our sense of purpose, who and 
what we are to the world. But the integrity of our bodies and our spirits are 
factored in. If we break faith, break an oath, especially after formally 
swearing ourselves to silence, it threatens our entire foundation. That’s why 
absolutely no cultivator will give their word casually. Too much can go 
wrong if you slip up and break it, even if it’s unintentional.” 

Alex swallowed, bowing his head. “Thank you for honoring me with 
your oath,” he said. “Ill try to be worthy.” 

Liu Jian snorted. "If you really can store all the meat, hide, herbs, and 
monster cores we can find, you'll have made it up to us many times over." 

Liu Li nodded “And we should give him a full share of whatever we 
find.” 

Liu Jian’s brow furrowed. 

“Think about it, Father! It’s true, he’s just a babe in the woods to us, 
skill-wise, but he can learn to pluck the right herbs as fast as anyone can, 
especially with his gifts! And the amount of beast cores and hides and meat 
and perfectly ripe apples we can take with us will no longer be limited to 
the storage space of your pack!” 

Her father sighed before dipping his head in assent. "You're lucky to 
have such a devoted advocate, Alex." 

Alex grinned. “I agree, sir.” 


“Be worthy of her.” 

Alex and Liu Li shared a wide-eyed glance as her father picked up his 
pace, sharing a silent shrug as they scanned the woodlands for the prizes 
they sought. 

For all that both his companions seemed eager to get started harvesting, 
that first day they did nothing but march ever deeper through the woods, 
following a path only they could sense. 

It wasn't until the next day, after an uneventful evening setting up camp 
and gazing at the stars, that Alex caught sight of his first wonder. 

They had gotten up at the crack of dawn, making their way with spears 
and ji at the ready along a trail only the other two could sense, when 
suddenly the primeval woodlands opened up into a massive glade, the sun 
shining brightly overhead as they finally left the cover of the trees 
overhead, gazing upon an island in the middle of a pristine lake bluer than 
any body of water Alex had ever seen before. The island was covered in 
exotic wildflowers, with dozens of towering conifers standing sentinel 
along its shores. 

Liu Jian held up his hand, motioning them to utter silence, and Alex 
suddenly sensed both his companions’ fear. What made it so awful was that 
he had absolutely no idea what the problem was, or what he should be 
looking out for. 

“Hopefully we have nothing to fear,” Liu Jian declared. “The spirit 
beast that guards this clearing has left to claim a mate, as he does every five 
years, in the height of spring.” He flashed a smug grin. “Which is why I 
waited so long to restock my precious supplies, so we could make our first 
stop here and gain perhaps the most priceless treasures of all.” 

“Fantastic!” Alex enthused. “Let’s go make our fortune, then.” 

A grip as hard as iron held him fast so firmly, he hissed in pain. 

“Don’t be a fool, boy. Just because the beast should be gone...” 

“Doesn’t mean he is,” Alex whispered. 

Liu Jian gave a curt nod, and it seemed they spent endless minutes 
waiting, the man whispering odd chants, and Alex could feel the air 
shimmering with the weight of elemental Qi hovering in the air. Jiu Li’s 
anxiety was a palpable thing, and certainly didn’t help his own. 

At last, Liu Jian nodded his head with a certain amount of satisfaction. 
“Tt is safe. Thanks to the cockatrice that makes this part of the woods its 


home, only the smallest spirit beasts are likely to be found. So, it should be 
safe, for the most part. Safer than other areas of the woods, at least.” 

“Until papa cockatrice comes home,” Alex clarified. 

Liu Jian snorted but did not deny it, and for all that Alex was worried 
about massive spirit carp, barracuda, or whatever other nasties might be 
hiding in the pristine blue lake between shore and island, the alchemist just 
stuck a single finger into the water, nodded, and pulled out a miniature 
Sampan, with enough room to fit the three of them and not much more, 
before pointing at the odd-shaped oar. 

“Well, boy? Get rowing.” 

Alex winced. “I’m not exactly sure how to row a boat with just one 
Oar... 

Liu Jian grunted, quickly grabbing the yuloh, showing Alex how it 
pivoted on the boat's stern. The side to side motion generated forward thrust 
with each stroke as the blade was twisted, Liu Jian making lazy figure-eight 
motions through the water, the yuloh never having to be lifted out the water 
like was the case when using a double oar rowing method. 

After gazing at the rowing technique for a few minutes, Alex did his 
best to take over, though he only managed to send them spinning in circles. 
Liu Jian snorted while his daughter laughed, declaring him hopeless, and 
finished rowing them to the island dotted with giant conifers soaring as high 
as any redwood. 

With careful glances up at the sky, their boat already stored away just in 
case, father and daughter split up to examine the conifers, and Alex spent a 
few moments getting a very good look at the undersides of a massive tree 
with piles of dried needles covering its roots. 

Then his partner clasped his hand so tightly it hurt. 

“Over here, Alex!” whispered an excited Liu Li, quickly dragging him 
over to a second tree, all but shoving his head underneath the canopy. 

“There, Alex, do you see it? The pair of silver blossoms glowing right 
by the trunk? Silverbell is a natural distiller of Qi. It’s priceless!” 

Alex felt his heart skip a beat as he realized that far more than dried up 
pine needles were hidden undemeath this tree. The air was redolent with the 
scents of honeysuckle, pine, and the rich loamy smile of pristine soil. Alex 
carefully lifted up the lowest branches, breathless at the sight of the 
Silverbell blossom, imagining he could feel the waves of gentle life-giving 
energy radiating from it. 


“Tt has the ability to absorb the toxic waste we give off while 
cultivating, the chaotic effluvia present in large cities and wildlands filled 
with dangerous beasts, and most especially dungeons, and transform it all 
into pure Qi and radiant energy naturally attuned to the elements of Water, 
Wood, and Earth,” Liu Li explained. 

Alex nodded, noting all the other aromatic plants around it, smelling the 
exotic scents of wildflowers, basil, thyme, and peppermint; as impressed by 
the dense collection of herbs and mushrooms beside the Silverbell blossom 
as he was by the Qi distilling plant itself. 

“All these herbs and flowers here, it's like a collection of Master Liu's 
most priceless cuttings! A miniature herb garden of the most potent 
botanicals for all his formulas, all gathered here, blossoming where the 
sunlight is completely blocked off by the giant pine,” Alex whispered, more 
than a little awed by the find. 

Liu Li grinned. “That’s because the energy these little blossoms give off 
is like sunlight, only richer. Better. That’s why we always look under every 
giant conifer we find, for treasure troves of plants like this.” 

Alex frowned, carefully noting the Blackcap Head, Deathwort, Crimson 
Parsnip, and a dozen other botanicals that could be used to generate the 
most toxic poisons, in addition to the Sageroot, Lotus Blossom, and dozens 
of other herbs so valuable in cultivating and healing. “But there are any 
number of poisonous plants hidden amongst these priceless herbs. I spot at 
least a dozen varieties. Though it's odd how the toxic and beneficial seem to 
separate so naturally from one another. A careful gatherer won't be in 
danger of brushing against Toxic Tapinella mushrooms while harvesting the 
Sageroot, but still, harvesting this bounty would be perilous to anyone 
who's not an experienced herbalist or alchemist." 

“An interesting observation,” Liu Li quietly said, peering at Alex with 
odd intensity. 

He winced, realizing he had perhaps said more than he should have. 

"The answer is simple. The Silverbell blossoms are a boon in their 
ability to distill not just the sacred energy of Heaven and Earth, but the 
chaotic effluvia of both the natural and man-made world. Of course, this 
means that some of the most toxic plants known to man are drawn to 
Silverbell Blossoms, just as are some of the most sacred plants that store 
such pristine Qi." 


Piercing jade green eyes peered into his own. “Now I have a question 
for you, Alex. How the hell were you able to spot the poisonous nature of 
half those plants? Most of them are unknown to anyone not in the Jianghu 
sect, and only their elite assassins would know about so many, save the pair 
of poisons Father taught you how to make for hunting Spirit Beasts.” 

Alex kept his face carefully bank. He could tell by her twitch that she 
knew as well as he that that wasn’t all it was used for. 

She glared at the Foolsbane and Deathberries. “And it seems you know 
exactly what these plants are used for.” 

Alex nodded. “You’re glaring at the Foolsbane and that tiny cluster of 
Deathberries. The poisons they generate are both toxic and caustic. Fatal 
not only on contact, but if the smoke is inhaled. Even tiny amounts poured 
into, say, a city’s water supply, would have devastating results. It might not 
kill everyone, but it would leave them weak and debilitated, easy prey for 
an invading force.” 

She blinked. “I didn’t even know that. My question is, how do you? 
Some of these plants are so toxic, their active ingredients so volatile, that 
Father judges them not worth the risk of storing for a 3-week trip back to 
his apothecary, not even safely secured within a bag of holding that should 
store all ingredients indefinitely, no matter how much gold Elder Ying 
would happily pay him if Father could safely bring these exotic poisons 
back to the city." 

Alex felt his cheeks grow hot under her considering stare. “Tell me the 
truth, Alex. Are you one of Elder Ying’s recruits? I’ve heard that he’ll 
occasionally take foreigners into the Jianghu sect. Making use of their 
differences, their ability to walk in plain sight in those city boroughs foreign 
workers and traders have made their own, over the centuries." 

Her gaze grew strangely sympathetic. “If you’ve run away... I know 
how harsh the Jianghu can be to orphans and strays it takes under its wing. 
But even Elder Ying has acknowledged your worth as Father's assistant. He 
already knows you live with us, Alex. You're living on borrowed time, 
unless you come clean with us, so Father can formally claim you. And with 
your skills as a compounder, I wouldn't be surprised if your former master 
lets you go with the lightest of punishments, knowing you're far more 
useful working as a gifted herbalist for the Jianghu, than dead in a gutter 
somewhere from a failed assassination attempt you didn't really have the 
heart to carry out." 


Alex smiled into her worried eyes, grateful that suspicion had so 
quickly morphed into concern. At least she didn’t fear he could ever be any 
kind of threat to her. And the way his heart swelled up whenever he caught 
her smile, how precious she was to him, how grateful he was to her and her 
father both, he’d sooner cut off his own fingers than cause her harm. 

Maybe she could sense it in his gaze. 

“T would never hurt you,” he softly said. 

Her smile turned sad. “What, was Elder Ying displeased with Father for 
some reason, and you were the hidden dagger with the pretty hilt designed 
to slip past all his sigils and wards?” She chuckled softly. “But you fell in 
love with the beautiful fox girl, and so didn’t have the heart to kill us after 
all. So, Father Ying took pity on us and lifted his doom from upon us?” 

Alex couldn’t help chuckling at that. “No, Liu Li. It’s a wonderful story, 
but factually wrong on all accounts, except for falling for the beautiful fox 
girl, maybe.” He blinked at her sudden flush, feeling his own cheeks grow 
hot. Why the hell had he said that? 

He quickly cleared his throat. “I recognize most of these herbs as the 
botanicals used to create the toxic brews I found in the galleon I woke up 
in.” 

Liu Li's tender gaze suddenly hardened. "Before blowing up an entire 
ship full of invaders and helping WiFu and his daughter Jin Yu, the 
ancestral mother of our present city lord, rescue the entire city, a thousand 
years ago? Is that what you’re saying, Alex? Do you seriously think anyone 
would believe you to be the foreigner in that ancient tale?” 

Alex sighed. “You know what? Believe whatever you like. But no, I’m 
not Elder Ying’s mysterious lost protege, or a runaway assassin’s 
apprentice, or anything else but what I’ve already told you. And I will 
always be grateful that you took me in when you could have left me to fend 
for myself on the cruel city streets.” His eyes met her own. “My word as a 
cultivator upon it.” 

“That’s a serious oath, Alex. If you’re lying...” 

“T know.” 

She paled at that. “So, you really have nothing to do with the Jianghu.” 
Her cheeks reddened with embarrassment. “Save what working for us has 
brought you.” 

Alex grinned. “I’m a realist, Liu Li. You do what you have to, to 
survive. If working under the auspices of a band of rogues and assassins is 


what it took for me to keep my precious fox girl alive, I would do the same 
as your father.” 

She smirked at that, poking him. “Who are you calling your precious 
fox girl?” 

“Certainly not the beautiful girl glaring down at me.” 

“Careful, Ruidian boy. There are enough lonely women who would fall 
for that line, and if you break any Kitsune girl’s heart and I hear about it...” 

She shook her head at his grin, turning back to the plants, and Alex was 
relieved the earlier tension was gone, Liu Li accepting him and his odd 
knowledge just as before, even if she wasn’t quite sure how he had gotten it. 

She sighed sadly. “It’s a shame we can’t fit all of these plants into 
Father’s storage just as they are.” 

Alex blinked. “Why not?” 

She frowned. “You mean besides the obvious drawbacks if half of those 
toxic plants smear their essences into even a magical bag of holding? I 
would think it obvious, Alex. You own a storage device yourself. Assuming 
you weren’t pulling our leg with your wild tales about the ring... and if you 
were, best you apologize to father right now, or I don’t know how long it 
will take for him to forgive you, after raising his hopes so high.” 

Alex blinked. “He’s excited about it? He comes off so brooding, just 
advising I not tell a soul.” 

The beautiful girl beside him grinned. “That’s just his way, Alex. 
Believe me. I know my father. He couldn’t be more ecstatic, thinking about 
all the possibilities your ring makes available to us. But that doesn’t change 
the fact that once an item is stored, it’s dead. Perfectly preserved, forever 
free from decay, the Qi perfectly stable as one would hope, the oils, both 
toxic and beneficial, as potent as the moment you store them. 

“Tt’s one of the reasons why even apprentice grade bags of holding that 
have little more space than the vessel enchanted are still valuable. They 
keep whatever you store inside it in perfect condition. In fact, most well-to- 
do lords and ladies have chest-sized storage containers, with an internal 
space exactly matching the external one, that they use to keep whatever cuts 
of meat or sheep and goat milk they purchase perfectly fresh for as long as 
they want.” 

Beautiful jade green eyes looked forlornly at the miniature forest of 
blossoming green hidden underneath the vast conifer. "But they will never 


bloom again. The seeds, though potent, will never quicken with life, only 
the Qi distilled into father's potions." 

Alex frowned in thought. “I have an idea. I can’t promise it will work, 
but well, Id like to try something.” 

Liu Li quirked a smile. “Are you going to say your magical ring fit for a 
faerie tale can actually store these plants alive?” 

Alex shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure. But it’s worth giving a shot, 
right?” 

She chuckled softly. “Sure, Alex, why not.” 

Alex swallowed, suddenly nervous but riding a sudden wave of 
intuition, used his finger and slowly scratched a line through the soft loam, 
including all the herbs, mushrooms and flowers hidden under the tree. Then 
he drew a second circle around the massive trunk itself, as if demarcating 
that which he wished to transport, and that which he did not. Questing 
fingers sensed about six inches of dried quills and loam that were root free, 
so that was the amount of depth he visualized taking out, envisioning with 
his mind’s eye a greenhouse adjoining the library within his ring, with 
dozens of massive planters of ivory and jade that he would use to hold his 
floral treasures. 

“Here goes nothing,” he whispered, closing his eye as he clamped down 
on his will. 

He sensed a sudden fierce tug as he flipped into his ring. Opening his 
eyes, he gave a triumphant laugh, finding everything just as he had 
visualized it, the greenhouse attached to his library mirroring the one his 
mother had so loved to putter around in, adjoining their family home. For 
all that it had no doubt been a thousand years since his mother had planted 
her chrysanthemums, or a living soul had thought about him or anyone else 
in his family at all. 

Perception check made! Biochemical Mastery skill check made! 

He shook away the suddenly depressing thoughts, making note of 
several vital observations. 

One, the flow of Qi was, save for two glaring exceptions, utterly absent. 

Though the light was comforting and the air fresh and warm, he sensed 
that there was no energy which the plants could use to flourish and grow. 
Fortunately, he sensed with his Biochemical Mastery affinity that the plants 
were very much alive, and he had no doubt that once they were 
transplanted, they would be as fecund and fertile as ever. 


He then turned his gaze to the Silverbell blossom, sensing the life- 
giving energies it was radiating to the plants surrounding it, knowing that it 
would only be a matter of time before its soft light faded completely. 
Thanks to his Basic Cultivation Pill comprehension, he knew Silverbell was 
a key ingredient, and that the potency would be preserved. But if there was 
a way he could keep it shining, nurturing what might one day evolve into an 
entire garden of cuttings blossoming within the infinite storage space of his 
ring... 

He dashed back to the library, past the polished hardwood bookcases 
and the two Divine Cultivation tomes it held, making a beeline to what was 
now a massive orb of spinning, crackling Dark Qi. 

He held up his finger, smiling as a second smaller orb of pristine Dark 
Qi was formed. 

He then brought it to the garden, visualizing it hanging in the air like a 
miniature dark sun, knowing his visualization would last indefinitely, 
whether or not he concentrated on it. 

He grinned with satisfaction when the Silverbell blossom visibly 
brightened, its stalk straightening before his very eyes. 

Silverbell potency increased 200%. Wood, Water, and Earth Qi 
generated is sufficient to sustain 200 cubic feet of vegetation at maximum 
potency. 

Alex’s eyes widened at that announcement. Even if he never became a 
master cultivator, Silver Fox had still given him a priceless gift beyond 
compare. 

A chill raced down his spine. He had popped inside his ring without 
even thinking about what it would look like to Liu Li, or how vulnerable he 
might be to some predacious spirit beast nearby. 

Wasting no time, he quickly envisioned entering his ring once more. 

“Alex!” 

Liu Li was gazing at him with a look equal parts wonder, relief, and 
horror. Alex noted the donut-like strip of bare earth, roots exposed, around 
the perfectly intact trunk, that his magic had left behind. 

“What happened to you? What strange magic did you just use? What 
the hell did you just do?” 

Alex winced, quickly getting to his feet, only then noting Liu Jian right 
behind her. 


He swallowed under their combined gazes, determined to get an 
unbiased answer to a crucial question first. 

“First, tell me what it looked like to you,” Alex said. 

“You will answer my daughter’s questions immediately, insolent boy 
Liu Jian snapped. 

“Please, Master Liu, this is important,” Alex soothed. “I know what it 
looked like from my perspective, but not yours. I’d like to know exactly 
what you saw, sO my own answer doesn’t influence your memory of what 
you saw.” 

The master alchemist glared before giving an infinitesimal nod of his 
head. “Your excuse is acceptable. Daughter? Please explain what you saw 
in your own words.” 

She swallowed and nodded. “It was the strangest thing! Alex looked 
like he had suddenly flipped inside out. Which makes no sense, I know, but 
there you are, and then he seemed to, well, shrink.” 

“Shrink?” 

She nodded. “But I’m not sure if he was shrinking like a grape under the 
sun, or the way a man does when he’s marching for the horizon. Somehow, 
it was both. And then he was gone.” 

“Was it a slow process?” 

Liu Li shrugged. “It felt like it took forever, but it was less than an 
eyeblink. I swear it.” 

"Fascinating. How long was he gone? How did he reappear?" 

She frowned thoughtfully, squeezing her nose. “Maybe five minutes? 
And then he reappeared just as he had disappeared. The whole odd sight of 
him popping into being was the exact reverse of his disappearing.” 

Liu Jian gave a considering nod, turning to Alex. “We have my 
daughter’s account. Now it’s your turn.” 

“Of course, Master Liu. I merely wanted to see if I could store the herbs 
we had found alive within my ring. In order to keep my focus and not mess 
up my intentions, I sort of popped in with them. I then made sure 
everything was stable, and popped back out.” 

Liu Jian’s eyes widened in incredulity. “You are actually able to appear 
within your artifact?” 

Alex slowly nodded, sensing the sudden tension once more. 

“And the plants... they are actually alive?” 
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Alex nodded again. “They’re perfectly content in the greenhouse I 
visualized for them.” 

Father and daughter exchanged odd looks. 

“There is no way...” 

“Unless he actually does possess a Divine Class artifact, Father.” 

“But you’ve seen that ring! It looks like trash, not like...” 

“An utterly priceless relic that any cultivating bully like Lai Wei would 
happily cut Alex’s throat to claim for themselves?” 

Her father frowned. “Point to you, daughter, but there are very few gods 
who would waste so much potential on something so...” 

"Plain? Cheap-looking? Not screaming ‘look at me, I am a relic of the 
divine and glorious gods!" 

Her father’s lips curled into a wry smirk. “Precisely. And I can think of 
only one god that would stoop to such... nay, would delight in such a 
prank.” 

Both turned to stare at Alex. 

“So, look at all these other massive evergreens! I wonder how many 
others hold mystic blossoms of cultivating awesomeness? Let’s get 
checking before that cockatrice comes home from his courtship or whatever 
the hell he’s doing, shall we?” 

Alex pointedly ignored Liu Li’s soft chuckle, soon captivated by the 
sight of yet another hidden bed of Silverbell blossoms and exotic herbs, 
preparing to take the entire collection in storage when he felt the iron-hard 
grip of Master Jian upon his shoulder. “I care not how you do it, Alex, but 
let’s pay our respects, even as we reap our harvest. Can you focus your ring 
to claim only one of the Silverbell blossoms, and only half of the exotics 
flourishing beside it?” 

Alex winced. Of course. His goal was to harvest precious herbs they 
could come back for years later. Not wipe them out entirely. “I’m sorry I 
didn’t think of that earlier,” he said, before transporting careful sections of 
the ring of fecund life blossoming around the massive trunk, as if it were a 
pizza, and he was taking out every other slice, leaving plenty of 
opportunities for nearby sprouts to fill the bare patches left in short order. 
Instead of completely robbing the sheltered plants of all their soil, he 
supplemented his own with tracts of rich loamy earth he collected a short 
distance from the precious evergreens themselves. 


Liu Jian and Liu Li, far from growing used to the sight, were gazing at 
Alex with increasingly incredulous expressions by the time they had 
harvested from a full half dozen of the magnificent evergreens. 

“An incredible sight, lad. Now, show old Liu Jian that you weren’t 
pulling his leg. Bring one of the Silverbell Blossoms forth, still shining 
brightly with Qi,” he demanded. 

Alex smiled, doing just that, the older man’s eyes widening with no 
small amount of awe when the tiny plant could be seen glowing even in the 
afternoon’s waning light. 

“Incredible. It still lives, daughter. It still lives!” 

Liu Li grinned. “I know, Father. I’m as amazed as you are.” 

“This is no mere artifact. Not even a priceless Jade artifact would allow 
it.” Liu Jian’s dark gaze peered intently into Alex’s own. “You must never 
tell a soul what your ring is capable of. Do you understand, boy? No one! 
Any noble who found out would kill you in a heartbeat. The revered and 
honorable lord of our entire city would demand its instant surrender. As 
would the king himself! And they would, in turn, surrender it to the 
emperor for prizes grand and wondrous, I’m sure.” 

Alex grinned. “So, you’re saying hold this secret close until I can make 
a gift of it to the emperor himself, whereupon he might grant me a fantastic 
boon, or kill me on the spot for being a presumptuous Ruidian no pureblood 
wants to sully his hands acknowledging.” 

Liu Li burst out in incredulous laughter. “Oh Alex, the thought of you or 
even Father ever being granted an audience with the king, let alone the 
emperor who serves as the king of kings, is beyond absurd! Even for the 
revered duke who controls this principality with its numerous city states, 
each over a thousand miles from one another, an area it would take years to 
cross without the glorious system of High Roads, would be the honor of a 
lifetime! 

"And even he would wait patiently for an audience with his king, in the 
glorious city of silver and gold and countless magical marvels that serves as 
the capital of our entire kingdom with its numerous principalities and 
hundreds of city-states, each the size of our own! And the emperor, Alex. 
Without the grandest of magic at your fingertips, it would be difficult if not 
impossible to cross the empire, let alone glimpse just the tiniest fraction of 
its marvels, in a single lifetime! Even with the High Roads, it might take 
months! Can you even conceive, truly conceive of the distances involved, 


let alone how vast and wondrous and magnificent the crown jewel of the 
empire would be? A city full of cultivators, most of Silver Rank or better, I 
have no doubt! Whereas our home city might have five score Silver Nagas 
or Giants at most, in a city of ten million!” 

Alex blinked. “Silver Nagas? Giants?” 

Liu Li nodded. “First there are the ranks of Basic Cultivation, where 
you first open up your meridian gates. As you have opened three, you are a 
Rank 3 Basic Cultivator. Not even one in forty people can achieve what you 
have already, and maybe that number is closer to one in a hundred. Once 
you have opened all seven gates and begin to forge divine channels between 
them, after studying the sacred cycling texts most aligned to your elemental 
affinities, only then do you walk the Bronze Path as an Ogre Body 
Cultivator, or Ogremagi, which is one who specializes in powerful 
elemental attacks and spells using the powers of Qi. And that’s an 
accomplishment less than one in a thousand people can claim.” 

Alex nodded. “So, after Basic Cultivation, you’re either a Bronze Ogre 
watrior type, or a Bronze Ogremagi spell-casting type. Got it.” 

Liu Li smirked at his oversimplification, but didn’t bother correcting 
him. “And once you have formed your meridian channels, should you have 
made them strong enough, resilient enough, true enough to your soul and all 
your affinities and potentials, only then might you be worthy of ascending 
to the next step on the path to cultivation mastery, forging channels to the 
very core of your essence. Only then can you ascend to the ranks of Silver 
as either a Giant or a Naga.” 

Alex nodded. “And I’m guessing Silver Giants are about as fearsome 
and mighty a warrior as you can imagine on the battlefield.” 

Liu Jian nodded. “For anyone not born of the most noble blood, Silver 
is the most one could ever hope to reach. And no matter how humble one's 
origins, any cultivator who manages to achieve even the lowest Silver rank 
will be leagues beyond even the most powerful Bronze, and shall be revered 
and valued by the city as a whole, ancient edicts assuring your automatic 
tenure with stipend at Dragon Academy, provided you are amenable to 
teaching at least one class of students for the equivalent of two hours per 
day, or, should you favor limiting your instruction to a handful of select 
disciples, teaching for a total of twenty hours per week." 

Alex nodded. The hours didn't precisely add up, but it made sense, since 
it encouraged training many students over a few, yet still acknowledged the 


supreme value of one-on-one training, even if far fewer students would end 
up benefiting. 

“Is there anything beyond Silver?” 

Liu Li grinned. “Yes. Gold Titans and Golden Dragons. Every king and 
duke is a Gold, and some, but not all, city lords have achieved the first rank 
of this revered status. Ours has not. But the odds of achieving this is about 
one in ten million.” She furrowed her pretty brows. “Perhaps it's actually 
closer to one in a hundred million.” 

Liu Jian nodded. “Unless one was sired by a truly prestigious clan, no 
more than one cultivator per city-state might ever achieve this. And unless 
they are already in a position of rulership, they will be immediately 
summoned to the king’s own palace to serve, earning incalculable wealth 
and glory with the boons bestowed upon those lucky few, if not selected as 
the property of the emperor himself.” 

Alex grinned. “Wow.” 

Liu Jian chuckled softly. “Basic truths we should have instructed you in, 
months ago, but it wasn’t until you could cultivate that it could possibly be 
of any use to you.” 

Alex nodded. “Is there anything higher than Gold?” 

Liu Jian’s eyes crackled with sudden unexpected wrath. 

Alex, heart racing, quickly bowed his head. "This one apologizes for 
any offense he has given." 

“He’s a total innocent, Father. In some ways, at least,” said Liu Li. 

The alchemist snorted. “Like a child asking how he could become a 
god.” Alex could sense the man’s prickly ire dissipating to wry 
bemusement. 

“Yes, boy. To answer your question, there is Jade. To ascend any higher 
than that is to walk the path of the gods. I know not if Jade is the rank of the 
Imperial family. To even inquire is death. So, it is a rank best not even 
spoken of aloud.” 

Alex winced. “Alright. Pretty hardcore topic. I’m glad I’m only asking 
you two in the middle of nowhere, where no one can see or hear us.” 

Liu Li suddenly paled as a roaring could be heard, off in the distance. 

And even from here, Alex could feel a sudden terrible pressure upon his 
soul. 

“You just had to poke the fox, didn’t you, Alex?” 

Alex gulped. “What did I do?” 


“Never mind. The cockatrice. It’s coming back! Get that priceless 
Silverbell back in storage, and let’s go!” 

Suddenly so nervous he could barely focus, Alex managed to put his 
plants away before stumbling to his feet, all three of them racing to the far 
side of the island whereupon Liu Jian pulled his Sampan, grabbing the 
yuloh and rowing them to shore at breakneck speed, Alex’s eyes widening 
at the coiled power in the man’s slender frame that he normally kept so well 
hidden. 

And almost before Alex could orient himself, all three of them had 
dived into the thick forest at the lake’s edge, the cockatrice still just a speck 
in the crimson sky. 

Yet for just a second Alex had felt the killing intensity of its presence, 
crushing down upon him, before letting up moments later. 

Before the entire forest rang with a hideous, unearthly cry. 

You have failed to save against fear! Strength and Finesse temporarily 
lowered to 10. Qi disciplines at significant penalty! 

And Alex desperately struggled to pick up his pace, racing through the 
trees in outright panic more than tactical withdrawal, the terrified 
expression on Liu Li’s face a mirror of his own. Only Liu Jian looked like 
he was in any sort of control, and he was racing away faster than any of 
them. 

For a time, Alex’s world was reduced to the agony of his panicked 
breaths, the stitch in his side, the hot burning in his lungs and thighs as he 
gasped for air, pushing himself to run faster, harder, longer than he ever had 
before, sensing even then that he was not alone. 

Other spirit beasts were nearby, but none dared attack. 

All were racing for their lives. 

And then the ground shook. 

The cockatrice had landed. 
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sometime later, all three of them sheltering under a pine 

surrounded on all sides by thorny thickets, a godsend of a 
find Alex hadn’t even spotted before being yanked off his feet and thrown 
under the bowers of their shelter, paying no attention to the cuts and scrapes 
on every inch of his exposed flesh. 

Liu Jian glowered. “I did what I could, lad. The mustard seed and fire 
pepper extract I sprinkled wherever we had harvested should have covered 
our scent and made it impossible for our foe to smell anything for days, 
assuming it even understands what we did.” 

He peered intently at Alex. “Yet another reason why we only harvest 
half the bounty under each tree. The rest will grow back, and enough 
remains that the cockatrice does not realize how much of its bounty we 
have plucked.” He shrugged. “At least, I hope it doesn’t.” 

Yet the roaring only increased in pitch and frequency. 

The ground was vibrating under pounding feet, visions of Jurassic-style 
amusement parks, and fierce toothy monsters hunting human-sized game 
with a terrible predatory intelligence in their beady eyes left Alex 
speechless with mounting dread. 

The crashing sound of gigantic footsteps could be heard. 

Liu Li paled. “We have to escape, now!” 

Her father slapped his hand over her mouth. “Silence, daughter, lest 
your own fear doom you,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. 

He glared at Alex, who was too afraid even to speak. 


CC 1D o you think it will find us?” a wheezing Alex whispered 


Alex’s eyes caught Liu Li’s panicked gaze. 

His sudden desire to protect her, comfort her, won over his terror. 

He forced himself to move, for all that he still felt weak and dizzy, as if 
trapped in a horrific dream, the deadly miasma of the cockatrice 
approaching seemed to crush him down as if gravity had just doubled. 

He gazed at the ring, realizing how many questions remained, 
wondering how safe it really was. He had a hunch. It was a mad one, might 
kill his companions, but if they were going to die anyway... 

His voice was the softest whisper, far quieter than the howling, hooting 
spirit beasts racing away at all speed. “If it gets any closer...” He held out 
his ring. 

Liu Jian glared. Making it clear Alex wasn’t even to whisper. 

And then the cockatrice’s howl was followed by a sickening crunching 
sound and the hideous shrieks of what sounded like an elephant-sized beast. 

Then the earth-shaking crashes slowly faded back the way they had 
come. 


THE RELIEF ALEX felt was so profound, he could barely move. 

He felt Liu Li’s hand clasp his own. Her relieved smile was soothing 
like the dawn, for all that the forest was dark with night. 

And none of them said a word. All three of them huddling quietly 
together as the night grew ever deeper. And save for the rustle of leaves, 
branches scraping in the wind, the forest was utterly still. As if every spirit 
beast and mortal equivalent had been just as spooked as Alex and his 
friends, none wanting to risk drawing the attention of the cockatrice that 
had hopefully retreated to its island for good. 

When the first trickles of sunlight pierced the canopy, morning birds 
daring to chirp once more, only then did any of them break free of their 
strange reticence even to speak. 

“So, how close did we come to dying back there?” Alex asked at last. 

Liu Jian snorted. Liu Li paled. 

“Close enough that only now do I appreciate what a fool I’ve been. It 
doesn’t matter how well I thought I could predict that sacred beast’s cycles. 
The chance of catastrophe with the slightest miscalculation...” he gazed at 
his daughter, apology clearly written all over his face. 


Liu Li held her father close. “No, Father. I insisted you let me come this 
time, just like I had before. Nothing like this has ever happened before.” 
She flashed a cheeky grin. “Of course, we only dared to take two Silverbell 
blossoms every time before. Its divine magic is such that even Father’s 
storage container could only hold two.” 

She squeezed Alex’s hand. “And that is what the killing aura of a Gold- 
ranked Spirit Beast feels like, Alex, in case you had any doubt about the 
vast chasm of power separating you and me from the cultivators of 
legends.” 

Her father nodded. “Should it come to pass that I can properly cultivate 
Silverbell blossom and the other plants kept in your divine storage ring, this 
might be the last time I ever dare this part of the woods.” 

Liu Li's gaze widened. "But, Father, your knowledge of this area is 
priceless! A heritage you’ve passed onto me. Would you have me forget it 
as well?” 

Alex frowned. “Wait, is this land somehow deeded to you?” 

Both of them gazed at Alex strangely before bursting out into laughter. 

“Alex, there are hundreds of thousands of square miles between cities, 
all of them filled with dangerous spirit beasts. No one ‘owns’ these lands. 
Rather, whoever has the daring and gumption to carve out a community out 
here, with men and resources enough to repel spirit beasts, able to generate 
whatever produce or mined or finished goods are needed to facilitate the 
town’s upkeep, would be granted a charter automatically. No taxes 
demanded, only a tariff on goods or produce sold whenever those daring 
settlers made it back to a major city,” Liu Li explained. 

Her father nodded. "Rather, it is the wealth of secrets, valuable 
resources that a wise harvester or cultivator may put to best effect, that are 
of true value. Such as the sacred grove of evergreens claimed by the 
cockatrice and the prizes hidden beneath their bowers. And of course, what 
times of the year are best to claim their harvest." 

The older Alchemist shuddered. "And it shames me to see that my own 
research was flawed. Nonetheless, it is the priceless secrets daring explorers 
might find in the countless miles between cities that are of true value, and 
many a noble or powerful cultivator will pay you in gold, platinum, or even 
spirit pearls, upon proof of your claims.” 

Alex swallowed. “If it’s really a thousand miles between all the major 
cities—” 


“—at least,” Liu Li assured. “Our home city’s closest neighbor is 
actually several hundred miles beyond the thousand-mile mark.” 

“T still can't get over how enormous this world is," Alex said. "This 
principality alone is as large as all of North America! Or close to it.” 

Alex felt suddenly dizzy with the same sense of awe he had felt before 
as he tried to appreciate the vast areas involved, imagining his birth 
continent as only being home to ten major cities. Never mind the countless 
small towns he had seen, with their wooden palisades and carefully 
maintained croplands. For the most part, the entire world was wild, filled 
with who knew how many undiscovered wonders and mysteries. In a world 
like this, real estate was virtually limitless. Wherever you could set up a 
town and defend the area from predators became your property by virtue of 
your might alone, one more flickering candle against the endless 
wilderness. 

In a place such as this, where magic was real, and this empire alone 
might encompass a surface area many times that of his entire home planet, 
the vast majority of this realm and all its secrets were ripe for plunder to 
this very day. It was as if this entire world were a magnificent Indy Jones 
movie, or a Skydragon mod far too vast for any one person to finish. Here, 
secret locations and maps leading to untold wonders and prizes really would 
have far more value than any nameless plot of land. 

Alex had already seen hundreds of miles of snow-capped mountains and 
beautiful primeval woodlands, and he had just caught the tiniest glimpse of 
what this land had to offer. He could only imagine what the rest of the 
world looked like. 

Liu Jian snorted. “I know nothing of this ‘North America,’ but best we 
get moving. It’s a good three days journey to our next stop, and if we’re 
lucky, we’ll find some choice game along the way.” 

Alex’s eyes brightened at this, though their weapons they kept stored in 
Liu Jian’s pack for the moment, this first day seeking only to put as much 
distance between themselves and the cockatrice’s territory as possible, as all 
the larger predators had long since fled these lands. 

That night as they set up another quiet camp, once more under the 
shelter of a great pine also surrounded by convenient thickets, their exact 
location perhaps being yet one more prize of knowledge that was to be Liu 
Li’s inheritance. Liu Li and Liu Jian both took advantage of the vital 
Heaven and Earth energy that now even Alex could sense to cultivate, and 


Alex knew he should do the same. But after yesterday’s incredible harvest, 
he was eager to check up on his garden and figure out just what the 
limitations of his ring really were. 

He smiled in awe as he gazed at what was now an impressive collection 
of exotic blossoms, his crackling disk of Dark Qi now feeding its energy to 
seven Silverbell blossoms, each now functioning at 200% potency, 
according to his matrix. 

He wondered how much Dark Qi had been absorbed since he had first 
put them in storage and was disturbed by the answer. None. 

He frowned. He knew the plants were alive, and had been in love with 
the idea of having his own garden full of priceless cultivation herbs and 
other exotic components within his storage ring, fueled to abundant growth 
from the Wood, Water, and Earth Qi generated by the sacred Silverbells. He 
knew there would be a cost in Dark Qi, but he thought it worth it. At the 
very least, he could measure if the cost was worth the boon. Even if his 
supposedly massive meridian gates and superior technique meant that most 
cultivation pills would be of limited use to him, even now he could sense 
that the seven priceless blossoms present would only take a tiny fraction of 
the dark energy crackling from his spinning orb of midnight black Qi at the 
heart of the miniature garden. 

Duration Silverbell Blossoms can maintain peak Qi _ processing 
efficiency with current Dark Qi supplies is 367 days. 

Alex blinked. This tiny portion of the Dark Qi he had harvested from 
his meridians would last these seven sacred plants a full year, with a myriad 
number of potent Lotus blossoms, directly used in Qi manufacturing pills, 
presently feeding off the released energy among dozens of other valuable 
species of plant, lichen, and mushroom, all nourished by the Qi. And it was 
just the tiniest fraction of his Dark Qi reserves as a whole. 

He didn’t want to be foolish, understanding he would need Dark Qi for 
his future meridian channels, Silver Fox’s cultivation manual instructing 
him on how to best cycle his Dark Qi in exacting detail. It was only his 
eight light elements that he needed to worry about, steep a hurdle as that 
was. 

But right now he sensed a wondrous opportunity for experimentation 
and he was loathe to pass that up. 

He took a deep breath, sensing the passage of time in his ring, at least 
while he was in it. So it seemed to come to a complete standstill when he 


left. 

Did it have to be that way? 

He quickly exited his ring and then meditated upon the garden, 
instructing his matrix to inform him how many seconds worth of Qi were 
used up by the end of his experiments. 

First, he imagined his ring as it no doubt was, everything utterly frozen 
in the moment. Then he visualized it like a victim trapped in ice, like he had 
once been frozen in liquid nitrogen... before envisioning a gentle spring 
thawing out the visualized chambers of his ring, picturing his garden once 
more brilliant with light and life, time passing by within just as fast as it did 
without. 

70 units worth of Dark Qi used. Time passage successfully stabilized. 

Alex nodded in satisfaction. Ten seconds had passed, there were 7 
plants feeding on that Qi, it made sense. 

He frowned. For all that visualized constructs would hold once he 
envisioned them, the passage of time stopped the moment he stopped 
concentrating and started cultivating. 

But wasting hours coaxing growth when he could be cultivating seemed 
like a major wasted opportunity to him. Far better he then just keep the 
plants in storage and transplant them when he got back, even if they 
couldn’t take advantage of all his stored Dark Qi to blossom. 

Unless... 

He frowned, then, visualizing the flow of time changing. 

Within his library and storage areas, he envisioned time’s passage 
halving every second. 

Yet within his greenroom, he visualized time’s passage doubling every 
second. 

He kept this up for a double handful of breaths before a sudden stabbing 
headache came over him, and he quit pushing. 

His headache faded, but as long as he concentrated, the acceleration 
already in place continued. 

He had done it! 

He grinned with satisfaction, gazing into the ring in his mind’s eye as 
everything played out in the garden at a thousandfold the normal rate of 
time, forty days flying past in a single hour. 

For the entire night he focused, glorying in the fecund growth 
happening before his eyes, using up the entire tiny spiral of Qi. Only when 


it was used up and the first rays of sunlight speared through the forest 
canopy did he relax his will upon the ring, feeling a sense of immense 
satisfaction as he immediately drifted off into deepest slumber. 

Before being kicked awake, rubbing his eyes with a bleary-eyed groan. 

“Please tell me you weren’t cultivating all night, Alex. And even if you 
were, you should be more rested than you look now!” 

“No, I didn’t cultivate at all,” Alex admitted, much to his shame. 

Liu Li’s brow furrowed. “Then what were you doing?” 

He grimaced. “I was, well, conducting experiments with my ring.” 

“T hope it was worth it,’ Liu Jian muttered. “We’ve a ten hour trek 
ahead of us, and you look spent already. It’s a good thing we’re not actively 
hunting today, Alex, or you’d be a risk to our entire party!” 

Alex flushed. “I apologize, sir.” 

He snorted. “Boys getting lost in their toys. Very well, but don’t let it 
happen again!” 

Alex nodded, and spending only a quick moment to set up another 
miniature Dark Qi sun above his now impressive garden, still only using a 
few percentage points of his entire Dark Qi storage. He then flipped back to 
the outer world, donned his helm and lamellar, and was ready to go at the 
same time his companions were, exhausted as he felt. 

Liu Li spent a long moment staring at Alex, gaze filled with odd 
concern. 

“Are you sure it’s safe?” 

Alex blinked, before his eyes went down to his ring. “The artifact? Yes. 
Absolutely.” 

Liu Li then wordlessly handed Alex one of the springing branches he 
had been using as bedding. 

His eyes widened as he noted how a portion of it looked like it had been 
sheared off by a razor-sharp blade. 

Or perhaps, had fluffed back up when his weight had left it, and when 
he had flipped back to the outer world... crap, did he have pieces of wood 
incorporated within his flesh? 

He closed his eyes, using his interface to scan his sheet, his sense of 
himself, but sensed absolutely nothing wrong. “Hold on one moment!” 

Before Liu Li could say anything, he had entered his ring once more, 
feeling a curious rush of elation and relief to find a handful of forest 
bedding upon the hardwood floor of his imagined library. 


He popped back and gave Liu Li a thumb’s up. “No worries. Safety 
check passed with flying colors.” 

She laughed at that. “Sometimes you come up with the oddest 
expressions, Alex,” she said, handing him his Ji. “From now on, we’re 
always armed. Dangerous spirit beasts could be anywhere, as eager to hunt 
us aS we are them.” 

She flashed a grim smile. “And since I aim to have them in my stewpot 
and not the other way around, I need you as alert and ready as your sleepy 
brain will allow. Understood?” 

Alex gave a tired nod, grateful when their hike immediately perked him 
up, and their rapid pace, along with the awe he felt at the pristine beauty of 
the woodlands all around him, the way the earth smelled of ripest blossoms 
and rich fecund earth, the sharp scents of pine and honeysuckle enlivening 
his senses... all kept him almost as focused as he would have been if 
properly rested. 

And when they stopped for a break to eat, Liu Li had put down her boar 
spear, pulling free from her father's enchanted bag a leather-bound tome and 
paintbrush, of all things. She quickly made herself comfortable against a 
mossy tree stump on top of the hill they had climbed up, offering a fantastic 
view of the rich, verdant countryside as distant trees swayed in the breeze. 

Alex had a sudden yearning to put aside all worries and long-term plans, 
seeking only to explore and master this wild, beautiful, wondrous land, 
gazing hungrily at the far off snow-capped mountains shrouded in mist and 
dream, wondering what exotic secrets they might be holding within their 
mysterious depths. 

And when he gazed down at an intently focused Liu Li, having for once 
taken off her helm, her hair freely flowing in the wind, the tip of her tongue 
licking the top of her rosebud lips, he felt as captivated by the sight her 
striking beauty as he was by the wondrous landscape she had painted with 
seemingly just a few swipes of her mystic brush. 

For what else could it be? The brush glowed a faint golden hue. And for 
all that Alex was left speechless by the speed and grace of her painting, the 
entire landscape coming alive upon the parchment, no paint pots or dyes did 
she use. The brush alone held a seemingly endless supply of pigment, and 
when she gave a Satisfied nod sometime later, grinning up at Alex, he 
couldn’t decide which was more captivating to look at. The wondrous 
landscape all around them, the painting that captured it all so exquisitely, or 


the fox-eared girl piercing his heart with her smile, raising her hand for him 
to help her to her feet. 

Which he did with a flush in his cheeks, delighting in her satisfied grin. 

“Well, what do you think?” 

“Striking,” he said, not looking at the painting at all. 

She flushed and looked away. “Come on, Alex, grab your ji. We got a 
long way to go before we’re well and truly away from that cockatrice’s 
territory. After that? We’re going to get you blooded.” 

Alex blinked. “Blooded?” 

She flashed a cheeky grin. “You’ll see,” she said, giving his hand a 
squeeze before helping her father with the camp, Alex taking the time to 
practice with his weapon, so he wouldn’t be completely worthless when it 
was finally time to hunt. 

“Think fast!” cried a soft, feminine voice, as one of the apples lying at 
the foot of a nearby tree went flying through the air. 

Finesse check made! Pivot, turn, and strike! 

Cleanly chopped in half by Alex’s ji as he stepped to the side and lashed 
out with his weapon, effectively dodging and striking in one motion. Had it 
been a charging spearman, his foe would have crashed to the ground, 
missing Alex completely. As it was, his ji was coated with the remains of a 
smeared apple. 

Liu Li furrowed he brow. “This isn't a training weapon, Alex. Your ji 
should have sliced cleanly through it! You need to keep it hunting-sharp 
with the whetstone, using smooth angled strokes, just like I taught you back 
home. And we’re hunting boar and other beasts, not soldiers covered in 
lamellar and bronze. Beasts that charge, Alex.” 

Alex flushed. “I should have thrust. Sorry. But I thought my technique 


2) 


She flashed a forgiving smile. “Has definitely improved. Now shut up 
and try again.” 

Alex winced as his weapon just missed the apple, tossed like a fast-ball, 
only to smack him on his presently unarmored forehead. 

His embarrassment far exceeded the sudden headache as his friend 
doubled over with laughter. 

Alex chuckled himself, wiping away the mushed apple now trickling 
down his face. “I can’t believe I just took damage from an apple.” 


Her father was frowning. “And I can’t believe we’re sharing our family 
secrets with a fool. This isn’t a game, Alex. If you can’t spear more than 
half of the apples my daughter tosses your way, you’re skipping lunch.” 

Alex winced but gamely nodded, and though his belly was grumbling 
and Liu Li was flashing a cruel smile by the time the exercise was over, 
slowly sucking juicy meat fat from each of her fingers, he found himself not 
feeling quite as bad as he otherwise might. He was careful not to grin too 
widely, suddenly hungry for far different fare. 

You have achieved improved accuracy with all polearm thrusts. 
Fangtian Ji is now Rank 3. Short Spear is now Rank 3. 

“He wasn’t that bad, Father. And he’s finally fighting as if he and his ji 
are one. Look how well he now flows with his weapon. By the end, he was 
spearing almost all of them, and I was tossing them with speed.” She 
grinned. “I knew he was close to a breakthrough when we were training so 
intently back at home. Who knew hiking hundreds of miles into the 
wilderness and pegging him with a hundred apples was all that it took to 
bring out the best in him?” 

“Well and good, but he’s still not getting lunch.” 

She rolled her eyes. “You’re also counting the ones you pegged him 
with, when you flanked him.” 

Her father grinned. “A good soldier learns to expect the unexpected.” 

Alex chuckled. “Fair enough, Master Liu. I hope that dinner is a given, 
however. It’s a poor tactician that weakens his soldiers right when he needs 
them at their strongest.” 

The older man just grinned. “I think you’ll like tomorrow’s training, 
Alex. It will be a hell of a lot more intense than apples, and by the end of it, 
I promise you we will all be feasting to our heart’s content.” 

Alex nodded, sharing a smile with Liu Li, eager for the hunt to begin in 
earnest. 

And when they finally made their camp, Alex dropped to the ground, 
drifting off to sleep before dinner had even been served, left in peace until 
the screaming howls of nearby predators forced him from his stupor. 

The air was alive with the stench of animal musk when he jolted awake 
the next morning. 

Liu Li’s brilliant eyes met his own. “Ready yourself, Alex! There’s an 
entire heard of spirit boar glaring at us from the other side of Father’s 
wards!” 


Alex’s eyes widened, peering into the darkness, spotting countless 
yellow eyes glowing in the dim moonlight as their countenances slowly 
came into focus. 

Liu Li was right. A dozen massive boar were pawing the ground and 
snorting, wicked tusks shining like obsidian daggers in the dark. 

He could sense their hostility, and worse, their alien intelligence, as one 
after the other poked and prodded at Liu Jian’s wards, leaping back and 
snorting when streams of fire would scorch their tusks or set their coarse 
hair ablaze. 

Alex’s heart was in his throat. “What do we do?” he cried. 

Liu Li glared. “First thing we do is quit acting the coward. They can’t 
break through Father’s wards.” She frowned at the largest beast, glaring so 
intently at her. “Except maybe that guy. But still.” 

She glared intently at the shrieking mass of milling spirit beasts 
charging the ward before sent flying back in showers of flame. 

“This is what Father was talking about, yesterday. Normally we take our 
time, stalking them, but Father thought this would be a good training lesson 
for you. Father and I set up several vials of compulsion while you were 
asleep. One more reason why we made sure we were far, far away from the 
nests of any larger spirit beasts. The odor’s specifically designed to attract 
only lower-ranked spirit beasts.” 

She flashed an evil smile, readying her boar spear. “And though they 
have difficulty piercing the ward, our weapons do not! Now put on your 
helm, grab your ji, and show me you can spear these creatures without 
getting tusked yourself!” 

Alex swallowed, grateful that his armor actually allowed for a decent 
night’s sleep without having to take it off, making it much harder to 
slaughter soldiers on campaign, even if they were ambushed in the dead of 
night. The padded lamellar would heat up that much more on a hot 
summer’s day, but under the forest canopy in any other season, it just kept 
one comfortably warm, even after marching all day. 

And Alex forced the extraneous thoughts away as he met the gaze of a 
particularly hateful looking boar, red eyes glaring into Alex’s own as it 
squealed and charged. 

And before fear could freeze Alex completely, ingrained reflexes had 
him pivoting his wait and stomping forward, his ji jerking out of his hands 


as it slammed into toughened hide at a less than perfect angle, Alex 
knocked back as the squealing pig smashed against the barrier. 

“Alex, get your ji!” 

Alex, slightly stunned, lurched to his feet, forcing himself to grab the 
wildly waving ji stuck six inches in the bristly hide of the boar as it 
squeezed and tore at the barrier. 

His guts clenched as he twisted and yanked the weapon free, stumbling 
to one knee before finally leaping back. His limbs were shaking with 
sudden adrenaline, embarrassment, and fury. 

He snarled at the beast before pivoting his hips as he brought his ji 
down in a fierce, cleaving strike, just as he had done dozens of times before 
in practice. This time he was ready for the jolt of resistance as his weapon 
cleaved into the spirit beast's back, biting clean through its spine, outraged 
squeals forever stopped as it toppled to the ground. 

Alex’s momentary rush of triumph became a frantic struggle to lever his 
polearm free of the boar and jump back inside the protective ward, just 
heartbeats before another three squealing boars smashed into the protective 
field, the air crackling as fearsome tusks tore at the air, desperate to taste his 
flesh. 

Spirit Boar defeated. Its potency is now your own! 

Liu Li gave an angry shake of her head. "You're an idiot, Alex. You 
could have lost your weapon, and you actually had to step out of safety to 
lever it free!" She wasted no more words on him, turning her focus to the 
largest of the three spirit beasts squealing and tearing at the field. 

Alex frowned, both relieved and worried that the most monstrous 
looking of the boars was now nowhere to be found. Its strangely intelligent, 
hostile eyes had given him the chills. Maybe it was smart enough to know it 
had no chance to pierce the ward. Alex grimaced, knowing that was one 
monster whose meat he had no desire to taste. 

Liu Li barked a sharp cry as one particularly ferocious-looking boar 
slammed against the barrier that Alex swore he could feel vibrate, before 
squealing in sudden pain as Liu Li blasted off her back foot, impaling the 
boar with her wide leaf-shaped blade before the weapon jolted to a halt at 
the quillon, two feet below the tip of the weapon, designed to prevent a wild 
spirit beast from charging completely up the pole. 

And the way the beast shuddered and collapsed despite its ferocious size 
made it clear that Liu Li had lanced its very heart. She then wrenched her 


spear free of the beast with a grin, smirking at Alex. “See? That’s how it’s 
done.” 

“Liu Li! Alex! A demon beast has broken through! Run! Run!” 

Alex’s eyes widened. He didn’t think he’d ever forget how triumphant 
and beautiful the girl he secretly adored looked, jade green eyes sparkling 
with pride and mirth, exotic ears hidden for shame under her helmet that 
might have warned her of death fast approaching long before her father’s 
words, sadly tied away. 

Her expression as Alex swiped his ji blade with his finger as he 
screamed and charged was curiously puzzled, before her mouth widened in 
a surprised O as blood spurted from her chest. 

A dire shadow of death glared down upon them. 

Alex caught sight of a monstrous spirit beast radiating fearsome waves 
of Dark Qi that had shattered the alchemist’s pristine wards, seemingly 
determined to wreak vengeance upon the humans who dared invade its 
territory. 

Before lurching back with a roar as a tiny human dared strike its flesh 
with an ichor-covered ji that hissed and smoked as it seared into its flesh. 

Furious red eyes promised dire vengeance as it tore at the vulnerable 
human with its massive tusks, utterly ignoring the arcane darts of poisonous 
Qi shot into it by a howling man screaming his daughter’s name. 

Before blinking in sudden puzzlement as the human before it seemed to 
disappear. 

A heartbeat later, the still charging beast stumbled to a halt, legs 
collapsing, gazing about the world in stunned wonder before it fell to the 
ground, blood gushing from its maw. 

Insight check made! If flipping from pocket dimension back to the world 
around you isn’t perforating you with branches, twigs, and air molecules, 
you must be displacing your target! 

If castling back into existence will displace half a branch, why not 
several cubic feet of spirit boar innards? 

The messages blinking across Alex’s brain meant nothing. All that 
mattered was Liu Li. The thought that he might be too late... it was only 
sheer desperation that compelled him to take that gamble, desperately 
hoping that the heartbeats needed to disappear then reappear would be just 
long enough for the Spirit Boar to tread through his location, and that he 
would pop up in time to stop it. 


The possibility that he might very well kill himself hadn’t even factored 
into the equation. 

Liu Li's desperate cry haunted him even now, having appeared in an 
awful high-pressure cage of caustic liquid blackness, searing his very skin, 
sharp bones spearing him as he was jerked forward. 

Breathing reflex successfully halted. 

You have suffered 10 damage and 1 Light Wound from Caustic Spirit 
Beast Blood and sharpened bone fragments. 

You are now 20% immune to all adverse effects from Tainted Spirit 
Beast Blood. 

Saving throw versus disorientation made. 

And a heartbeat later he was back in his ring, crying out, gasping, 
desperately wiping away the caustic slime now covering him, feeling it eat 
into his skin. He barely had the presence of mind to visualize the 
considerable water stores spraying pressurized water at him, quickly 
washing him free of the caustic slime, though his lamellar had certainly 
seen better days, and it was some minutes before he dared open his still 
stinging eyes. 

8 additional points of damage taken. 

4 additional points of damage taken. 

You are now 60% immune to Tainted Spirit Beast Blood. 

He took great heaving gasps, striving for control. It took longer to 
properly visualize cleaning and storing the awful stinking puddle now 
pooling in the center of his library, staining the fine hardwood floors, to say 
nothing of the two hundred or so pounds of Spirit Boar organs and innards 
splashed across the ground, hissing as it ate into the floor. 

“Liu Li!” he cried, girding himself to step into that awful caustic mass 
once more. 

And he would dare it, as many times as he had to, if the creature hadn’t 
stumbled past Alex already. 

You have suffered 4 damage form Tainted Spirit Beast Blood. You are 
temporarily impaired. 

“Alex!” Desperate surprised words from none other than Liu Jian 
himself, cradling a painfully still Liu Li, gazing at Alex, who had emerged 
half in and half out of the carcass, with both horror and wonder. 

"Hold on!" Alex desperately cried, finally struggling free of the carcass 
he had reappeared in up to his hips, its near-indestructible hide ruptured by 


Alex’s displacement. 

He quickly struggled free, racing to their side, relieved to see that the 
other Spirit Boars seemed to have fled, but terrified to see Liu Li looking so 
close to death. 

Alex swallowed, gazing into Liu Jian’s stunned features. 

The old man might be a brilliant alchemist, but his daughter’s peril had 
frozen him to inaction. 

If Liu Li was to have any hope of surviving, it was up to Alex. 

"T'll be right back!" he cried, popping back into his ring, ignoring the 
fresh mess in the library, spraying himself clean of gore for what he hoped 
was the last time, before summoning forth his imagined container of 
compresses, liniments, and healing ointments, which he had made in 
considerable quantities using his visualized lab within his ring, just to prove 
to himself that he could. 

He had almost forgotten how carefully he had kept the organized and 
finished products, humble and grateful once more for WiFu’s incredible 
gift, and the diligence that had made him so keen to perfect his skills as a 
compounder, using his own ring as both manufacturing center and storage. 

Liu Jian's eyes widened as Alex emerged seconds later with all the 
various healing supplies he had learned to make under the older man's 
guidance. 

“Whatever you need, sir, it’s here. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do 
it.” 

The old man swallowed. “I’m such a fool. Such a fool! I brought only 
the barest fraction of what I would need, should such a nightmare as this 
occur, and here you have so much...” Tears streamed down his face. He 
forced himself to focus, shaking away his stupor, directing Alex to assist 
him and apply ointment and liniments exactly as he directed. 

And for all that he had condemned himself for not bringing more 
mundane healing supplies, the elixirs Master Liu had brought radiated a 
sublime mystical potency, and he didn’t stint in using every last one in a 
desperate bid to save his daughter. 

He swallowed, gazing intently at Alex. “My affinities being what they 
are... aS powerful as my potions may be, I am no healer.” Desperate eyes 
locked upon Alex’s own. “She’s dying, Alex. All my arts... they can only 
speed her body’s ability to repair the organs ruptured by that thrice-cursed 


demon-boar! But her body lacks the energy to push itself any further than it 
already has.” 

Tears streamed down the shattered man’s cheeks. “She doesn’t have the 
strength to fight much longer, Alex. I don’t... I don’t know what to do.” 

Alex was filled with terror, furious euphoria at having defeated a greater 
spirit beast a blinking message he loathed even to look at. Time seemed to 
race terribly fast, every moment lasting an eternity. 

He didn’t know how many seconds he let slip away, gazing at Liu Li’s 
increasingly shallow breathing, before everything hit him at once, and he 
realized what an utter fool he was being. 

“Master Liu, you said she needs energy, right? Could she make use of 
my energy? Can you... can you give her mine?” 

The older man's eyes widened. He swallowed, paling, before finally 
jerking a nod. "These are forbidden arts. Their very knowledge is grounds 
for censure, but... yes, Alex, I know them." He swallowed, gazing at Alex 
with naked hope. "Are you truly willing to give my daughter a portion of 
your life force, without reservation? Without regret?" 

Alex braved a smile. “I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t regret losing out 
on juicy experience points, but that means absolutely nothing compared to 
how I’d feel if Liu Li died and I could never see her smile again...” he 
flushed at his own words, but her father just jerked a grateful nod. 

“Bless you, boy. Should this work... I would treat you as my own son 

Alex swallowed, moved beyond words. He closed his eyes, envisioning 
his inner matrix, reading that message blinking in the corner of his mind's 
eye 


|” 


Greater Spirit Boar defeated. Spirit Boar Essence absorbed. Do you 
wish to quantize growth? 

Alex swallowed, forcing himself to address his interface for the first 
time in a thousand years. 

“Ali... are you still there?” 

An endless pause. 

“Alex, please! If you’re going to help me, it must be now!” Liu Jian’s 
desperate voice pierced his concentration. 

Yes, Alex. I am here. 

“Can I give my experience, whatever energy I absorbed from the boar, 
to Liu Li?” 
Clarify designation: Liu Li 


“The dying girl!” 

Processing... Liu Li is part of your party. Spiritual links of accord 
detected. Genetic compatibility detected. Compatibility between Golden 
Realms Qi and Liu Li’s affinities detected. 

Yes, Alex. You may give a portion of your earned experience to party 
member: Liu Li. How much do you wish to give her? 

Alex swallowed “As much as I can... as much as will save her life. Not 
all at once, but as a steady stream.” 

Processing. 

And Alex was pulled out of his trance, Liu Jian gripping his hand along 
with Liu Li’s, whispering a desperate chant, and Alex could all but feel his 
Qi energies leaving his body, flowing through the old man, and pouring into 
Liu Li. 

“Tt’s not enough. God’s mercy, it’s not enough!” The old man cried. 

Then Alex felt as if he were a dam about to burst. He was struck by the 
sudden impulse to put his free hand on Liu Li's chest, and did not dare to 
hesitate. 

And the minute his hand touched Liu Li’s naked flesh, two things 
happened. 

Liu Li’s deathly pallor was suddenly flushed with life, and she began to 
scream as if she were burning in the very pits of Hell. 

Liu Jian’s eyes widened with sudden horror. “What are you doing to my 
daughter?” 

Alex couldn’t answer that or anything else, gripped by spasms as awful 
as those roaring through the dying girl, both of them shrieking as if their 
souls were on fire, before collapsing into blessed darkness at last. 


|? 


YOUR EARNED experience has been fully depleted. 

Your companion’s odds of survival, barring unforeseen circumstances, 
has increased to 76%. 

Greater Demon Boar Spirit Stone obtained. Do you wish to claim the 
full power and potency of this stone? 

Yes! 

Experienced earned. Wild Qi has been tainted by Dark Qi. Qi must be 
purified before it can be shared with your party. 

Spirit Link has now been severed. 
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¢ ¢ iu Li!” 
Alex jolted awake, gasping, his entire body aching as if 


he had just been tossed off his bike. 

His heart was racing as if he had just been fighting for his life, but save 
for soft sobs and the rustle of nearby branches in the darkness, there was no 
clash of battle, no mad squeals of demon boars, and then it all came back to 
him. 

Liu Li. Her expression of shock and horror as death raised his scythe, 
seeking to claim his due. 

Before Alex had risked everything, on a mad gambit that had somehow 
worked, castling inside a horror of a beast, sick and tainted by chaotic Qi. 
Dark Qi. That substance that, once purified and refined, became the most 
exquisite of black liquors, symbolizing all the fluid potency of perpetual 
motion and endless change. Yet in its present chaotic state, without Silver 
Fox’s techniques and a natural affinity for it, too much exposure would lead 
to inevitable decay, explaining why so many cultivators saw it only as 
waste, doing all they could to expel it from their mortal bodies. 

His eyes widened as he communed with his interface, surprised to sense 
the pressure of so much potential energy hovering about his soul. He could 
only assume that he himself, or his matrix, had spent the entire time he was 
lost in deathly sleep purifying the wild Qi trapped in the spirit stone into 
what was, for him, effectively experience. 

And he sensed a flood of it. 


Do you wish to incorporate potency earned from Greater Demon Boar 
Spirit Stone? 

Alex grimaced, slowly shaking his head. “Not yet. I need to check on 
something first.” 

Alex groaned, immediately feeling an odd painful pressure build, much 
like he last recalled experiencing when he had first arrived at this land. 

He forced himself up on dizzy feet, taking a deep breath until his sense 
of balance returned, making his way to a quietly sobbing Liu Jian, hovering 
over his daughter. 

Alex’s heart lurched in his chest. 

“Master Liu! Please don’t tell me she’s...” He couldn’t bear to say it. 

Then he almost collapsed in relief as Liu Li turned from her pallet to 
gaze at him, flashing him a tired smile. “You look like shit,” she said. 

He couldn’t help laughing, wiping away the sudden hot sting of tears. 

“Crying? You better not be crying for me, peasant boy.” 

“T wouldn’t dream of it,” he whispered, bending down, his hand gently 
clasping her own. 

She swallowed, giving a tiny nod, exhausted eyes smiling into his own. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

“For what?” 

She chuckled softly. “For being a complete idiot. For breaking all the 
rules. For doing whatever the hell it is you did that let you gut that 
nightmare from the inside.” Jade eyes peered deeply into his own. “For 
saving my life.” 

Alex swallowed, finding it suddenly hard to speak. 

She turned her gaze back to her father. “Dad, I’m tired.” 

“Go back to sleep, my little fox,” he whispered. “We will watch over 
you while you do.” 

She flashed a tired smile and immediately drifted off to sleep. 

Alex gazed down at her for long moments, heart in throat, feeling 
strangely naked and vulnerable before the man now gazing so intently at 
him. 

“Alex.” 

“Yes, Master Liu?” 

Soft brown eyes peered intently into his own. 

“Why?” 


Alex flushed. He lowered his head, having no idea how to put the flood 
of emotions he felt into words. 

An endless silence stretched. A powerful hand patted his shoulder. 

“Ts it true?” 

“Ts what true, Master Liu?” 

Another pause as the older man tilted his head, before getting up to go 
over to the crackling fire nearby. 

Alex’s nostrils dilated, only then noting the exquisite smell of ham 
hocks and bacon as the alchemist returned with a plate of piping hot juicy 
meat. 

A ravenous Alex found himself devouring mouthfuls of tender victuals 
like a ravenous beast, his mouth exploding with flavor, suddenly realizing 
he had never felt so hungry in all his life, nor so ravenous as he was now. 
And no sooner did he finish one plate than his hands were filled with 
another, stacked even higher with tender victuals, and Alex continued to eat 
his fill under the solemn gaze of the man who had taken him in. 

“Are you Silver Fox’s disciple?” 

Alex coughed, spitting out a half-chewed piece of meat. 

He gazed thoughtfully at the older man. 

“T don’t know.” 

Master Liu smiled. “An honest answer.” 

“I hope so. I just... honestly, I don’t know. I think maybe he saved me 
from a fate worse than death. Or maybe it was just death. Or maybe I’m just 
a pawn he put into play, so many years ago. Or maybe he just took 
advantage of me being in the right place at the right time.” 

“But the tales and legends you dance around. You’re saying that 
mysterious Ruidian last seen centuries ago... he was you?” 

Alex shrugged. “Honestly, I couldn’t say. The tales that they told in the 
marketplace, back when I used to enjoy getting my lunch there before Lai 
Wei tried to kill me, about WiFu the inspector and his strange Ruidian 
companion solving citywide mysteries and bringing criminal consortiums to 
justice, so reminiscent of Sherlock and Watson stories from my own 
world... those wild stories are nothing like my own tale, enjoyable as they 
were to listen to." 

Liu Jian nodded. “But the tale of the Ruidian who destroyed that ancient 
galleon, who was almost cut down by corrupt officials before WiFu himself 
intervened... the boy who warned Lady Jin Yu about the invaders, whose 


gifts allowed him to point out the enemy ships cloaked by alien magics, so 
her men could strike them down with the lord's righteous weaponry. That 
tale is true?" 

Alex flushed, lowering his head. “Honestly? I’m not sure. My memory 
of it was different. I pointed out the enemy ships to WiFu. Then I saw the 
Fox goading a pair of gods to strike him down, though they never could hit 
him, and the battle they waged became a violent lightning storm that 
destroyed all of those enemy vessels waiting for the signal to invade. 

“Yet at the same time, somehow it was Lady Jin Yu who gave the orders 
to fire, knowing exactly where the ships were to be found. After the battle 
was over, she gazed at me and knew right away that I was a pawn of her 
father’s. Then I sort of went into hibernation, plants grew over me, and I 
woke up a couple months ago in a strange tomb.” 

Alex raised his head to meet the gaze of the man peering so intently at 
him. “And you know the rest of the tale yourself.” 

He turned to gaze at a sleeping Liu Li. “Will she be okay?” 

Her father sighed. “Her meridian gates were strained by the flood of 
wild Qi you poured into her system. But... yes. I think she will live. But we 
will need to spend some time recuperating in safety. Perhaps days, perhaps 
weeks, with Liu Li in quiet meditation. If fortune favors us, she will heal 
and be stronger than ever. If not...” 

Alex gazed down at her, a gentle smile upon his features. “We’Il protect 
her no matter what.” 

Her father swallowed, jerking a nod. "Yes, we will. And Alex?" 

“Yes?” 

“Thank you.” 

Alex swallowed down the lump in his throat, and kept silent vigil 
alongside Liu Jian, watching over the girl they both adored. 

And when morning came and a bright, weary smile flickered across Liu 
Li’s lips, Alex’s heart rejoiced, knowing that, one way or another, she was 
going to be okay. 

Her delicate brows furrowed, however, when her father explained their 
plan. 

“Are you serious, Father?” 

Her father had nodded solemnly. “You know where our cottage is. A 
single day’s trip, and the Heaven and Earth spiritual energy is as calm and 
docile as anywhere I’ve ever explored. It’s why I established the shelter 


there, encased within inviolate Mother Earth. And it’s best we get going 
soon. Something wild and dangerous has effected the environment nearby.” 

He glared into his surroundings. “That boar should never have been able 
to break through my wards. He was tainted! And the cockatrice should have 
been gone for months. Something has disturbed the environment. 
Something has changed! And until I know what that is, until you’re healed, 
we’re taking shelter in the safest spot I know of within these woods. And 
once you’ve recovered, then we can continue on.” 

“But Father, what about the Jianghu quota?” 

“The hell with it.” 

Her eyes widened. “But Father...” 

“T almost lost you, daughter. Lost you forever! Because I’ve played to 
fool all these years, too stubborn to leave my lifelong home, when the entire 
world and all the stories, all the untold wonders within, could be ours to 
explore.” He sighed, shaking his head. “There are other cities, my child. 
And I doubt Elder Ying would hold such a grudge that he would send his 
strikers after us. And even if we had cause to fear, a mere five thousand 
miles and we are in another principality entirely.” 

Liu Li swallowed, then nodded. “Alright, Father. If that’s what you 
think best...” 

“We’ll take it one day at a time. But for now, can you walk? Even with 
my wards, this land has become too perilous for us to risk staying here any 
longer than we have to. Best we get to safety.” 

She swallowed and nodded, and together the three of them made their 
way past forest and field until they came to a wooded hill, following a path 
only Master Liu seemed able to spot, until at last they approached the 
disguised entrance to a shelter carved directly into the hillside. 

The Alchemist raised his hand, bidding them halt while he strode 
forward, whispering odd chants. Alex could feel the waves of elemental Qi 
coming off him: Fire, Earth, and Metal, his elemental proficiencies. Then at 
last he gave a satisfied nod. 

Surprisingly, the inside wasn't cold or damp at all. Tapestries lined the 
walls, woolen rugs warmed their feet, and Alex could only wonder at what 
exotic magics kept everything in such pristine repair, the alchemist 
summoning forth a cozy fire in what was effectively the living room before 
putting meat on the impressive-looking stove. 


Alex couldn’t help grinning. “The inside is like a perfect replica of your 
home back in the city.” 

The older man grinned. “It is, up to and including the alchemy lab.” 

Alex whistled. "Incredible." 

The older man nodded. “Reflecting crystals and masterwork 
engineering assures direct sunlight graces every room, most especially the 
greenhouse. It took many seasons to construct, but it was worth it. And 
even if Elder Ying implied his men knew all our secrets, this is one that I 
am all but certain he will never discover.” 

Alex grinned. “And the guy could have been bluffing.” 

Liu Li chuckled. “He probably was. But Father knew better than to 
show any other expression besides humble awe.” 

"Probably for the best," Alex conceded. "Let the lion feel like he is 
king, and he's less likely to feel the need to tear your guts out to prove his 
point.” 

Liu Li grimaced. “Something like that.” 

Liu Jian gazed fondly at them both. “Alright. Both you children rest. 
Daughter? Your job for the next two weeks is to meditate, to cultivate as 
gently as a butterfly upon her favorite flower. Healing, not power, is the 
path you walk now. 

“Alex? Starting tomorrow, I will teach you everything I can about the 
great art. Because whether or not you’ve reached Bronze, I sense you can 
bend rules that most cannot.” 

Alex grinned in appreciation as Liu Li nodded in sad acceptance, and at 
long last, Alex’s real training began. 
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rcane Formula’ witnessed: Basic Cultivation Pill. 95% 
Comprehension achieved. - Ingredients recognized. Physical 
Procedure Understood. Qi Flow recognized. - True proficiency 
cannot be granted until you are able to replicate Qi flow. 
Arcane Formula’ witnessed: Enhanced Purification Pill. 95% 
Comprehension achieved. 
Arcane Formula’ witnessed: Enhanced’ Cycling Pill. 95% 
Comprehension achieved. 
Arcane Formula witnessed: Meridian Rejuvenation Pill. 95% 
Comprehension achieved. 
You have achieved Rank 3 in Golden Realm Kung Fu. 
You have achieved Rank 3 with Gladius. 


THE NEXT FOUR Weeks were the most grueling Alex had experienced since 
coming to life in this new world. Master Liu, true to his word, treated Alex 
as he would his own flesh and blood, if by flesh and blood one meant 
wayward child who had a lifetime of martial and cultivation knowledge to 
learn in an extremely short period of time. 

Save for that one display of gratitude, all the more powerful for the 
emotion displayed by the normally aloof man, Master Liu had suddenly 
transformed into the most unforgiving of trainers. 

What felt like just minutes after being all but personally tucked in by the 
older man the night before, actually squeezing Alex’s hand and promising 


to treat him like the long lost nephew he should have from the start, he had 
been literally rolled out of bed, rubbing bleary eyes to look into the 
unforgiving gaze of a man who saw endless room for improvement. 

“You have a long way to go before you’ll be worthy of our family name, 
Nephew. Now don your lamellar and bronze. Training begins in ten 
minutes.” 

And almost before he knew it, he found himself facing off against not a 
diminutive alchemist, but rather a former instructor of Dragon Temple 
itself, for once revealing the overwhelming presence of a Cultivator who 
walked the path of the Silver Naga. 

Alex couldn’t help but freeze up. The wind, redolent with the smells of 
forest and field, tussling his hair was all that moved. 

Looking down 15 feet of spear, this hidden fortress of a home just as 
well stocked with arms and armaments as the alchemist's home in the city, 
Alex saw his death in the older man's gaze. He could barely breathe. 

Rib cage Bruised. You are temporarily stunned. You have suffered a 
Medium Wound. 

Master Liu flashed a mirthless smile, before uttering a powerful shout, 
and in a flash, Alex's spear was knocked aside and he was sent flying across 
the tiny glade that served as their training area, grateful that the soft loamy 
ground absorbed the impact, for all that his ribs suddenly ached something 
fierce. 

“And that, Alex, is the least of a true soldier’s powers. When one learns 
to cultivate, one does more than strengthen one’s body with an influx of 
purified Qi. One grows reserves of that spiritual energy that can be used to 
manipulate our bodies and the weapons we have become one with, in what 
some might consider miraculous ways. These are the least of our powers, of 
course, requiring no elemental affinities to master and thus perfect for even 
the most novice of cultivators, such as yourself.” 

Alex blinked. “You moved so fast I couldn’t even see you! Not until 
you had literally crashed into me, my cracking ribs the only clue I had you 
were there.” 

His mentor chuckled. “I know.” His brows furrowed. “You need to get 
stronger, Alex. If that blow alone could come so close to shattering your 
ribs, imagine how poorly you would fare against a competitor seeking to 
kill you.” 

Alex swallowed. “Understood.” 


“Good. Now unsheathe your gladius. Faster! Resheathe it. Now 
unsheathe it again. Again!” 

Hot eyes glared into Alex’s own. “Before I can teach you how to focus 
your power, you need to be one with your weaponry. You’ve finally 
achieved a semblance of that with ji and short spear. And before the week is 
over, I?ll see you achieve the same mastery with gladius, fist, and long 
spear! Are we clear?” 

Alex swallowed and nodded. The older man snorted. 

"Is the gladius any good to you still in its sheath? You need to be ready 
to draw and lunge in a heartbeat, Alex! No food until you can do just that." 

Alex groaned internally, for all that he secretly reveled in the fierce 
intensity of the pitiless master. 

And by the time he could finally do just that, his ribs had stopped 
hurting, thanks to his boosted Vitality as a Rank 3 basic cultivator along 
with his interface-enhanced recuperative abilities. Not that it had a chance 
in hell of saving him in a fight, but at least if he did survive, what should 
take months to heal and leave scars would take only days or weeks, with no 
scars at all, if Master Liu's grumbled comments over the last few days had 
been anything to go by. 

“Now!” 

And before Master Liu could do more than blink, Alex’s dull training 
blade was unsheathed and plunging for the man’s sternum before Alex 
found himself tumbling through the air as the man hip-tossed him 
effortlessly before yanking Alex’s arm sharply back, disarming him, Liu’s 
own blade now kissing Alex’s neck. 

“Well done, boy. You can draw your blade when your spear’s lost and 
you’re in the crush of combat. Now let’s teach you how to use it! And your 
fist and feet as well.” 

And the next few days became an exercise in pain, exhaustion, and 
perseverance as Alex learned how to feint, weave, and strike with blinding 
speed with his short blade even as his reinforced gauntlet sought to catch 
and bind his foe’s weapon for just long enough for Alex to slash vulnerable 
wrists, or lunge for the kill. 

It seemed Liu Li's intensive two month's training regimen had but 
served to lay the most basic of foundations upon which Master Liu was 
determined to plant a fortress of combat prowess upon, showing neither 
mercy nor lenience, no matter how Alex's muscles cried out with 


exhaustion. He would merely snort and pause when Alex finally collapsed, 
allowing him a few precious moments to recover his stamina using his Dual 
Path Cultivation Technique which, thanks to its incredible efficiency and 
the massive blockages of Qi he was still processing, flooded him with Qi 
that washed away fatigue in very short order. 

Nonetheless, every time he found his legs kicked out from under him, or 
was sent flying through the air as his mentor tossed him through any one of 
a dozen techniques, he was reminded that though clinching cultivators 
might be frowned upon, flipping your opponent through the air or spin- 
kicking his legs out from under him was apparently more than acceptable, 
leaving them instantly vulnerable to a Qi-enhanced blow, no choke-hold or 
arm-bar needed. 

And of course, as Liu Jian was quick to remind Alex, he had best 
prepare for choke-holds as well, for every killing art was sanctioned in 
warfare. 

"It is only during temple duels that you need to resist the impulse to 
grapple and choke your opponent out or snap their joints," his mentor 
reminded him as a dizzy Alex picked himself up yet again, his head still 
ringing with the spinning heel kick that would have no doubt killed the 
younger, weaker version of Alex. But of course, Master Liu's Silver rank 
and years as a Dragon Temple instructor meant he knew exactly how far he 
could push his student. 

“Now let’s try that again!” 

And this time when the older man lunged with his gladius, Alex was 
ready, slamming down with his gauntleted hand to trap the blade as he 
stepped forward, twisting his hips for explosive power, his blade not going 
in for a powerful low thrust designed to plunge in the gap between lamellar 
hauberk and quilted trousers, where Master Liu's own battle gauntlet lay 
ready to snatch his own blade like a serpent's head a mouse, but rather 
pommel first, Alex's arm whipping downward in a vicious hammer-strike 
against the older man's bronze helmet, denting the metal with a sharp crack 
before slamming forward, well-trained hands moving as fast as lightning, 
and it was suddenly Alex's blade against the surprised older man's neck. 

Alex blinked as the pair froze, and Alex was filled with a sudden 
terrible foreboding as ice-cold eyes took his measure. Before suddenly 
crinkling in a smile, the first nod of approval Alex had seen from the man 


on the training field in quite some time. "Well done, Alex. Well done. I 
think you're finally ready to learn how to focus and use your Qi!" 

And Master Liu’s demeanor became twice as hard from that day onward 
as Alex did his utmost to sense the silver-white flow of Qi itself, gently 
infusing his body from his opened meridian gates. 

The first technique Alex was to master involved a short, incredibly 
powerful lunge that would, for a split second, hit as hard as a charging 
knight’s lance, smashing all defenses aside. 

He held his ji in his hands once more, dusty and grimy from the dozens 
of times he had dropped it, or he himself had stumbled over, trying to 
master the herculean task of directing the wild surge of power that was his 
Qi being corralled to specific purpose for the first time in Alex’s life. 

And he was already exhausted, having to spend a good number of 
minutes after every handful of practice lunges regaining the spiritual energy 
needed to continue. 

“Focus on the energy flowing through you, Alex. Can you feel it? Can 
you sense the flow of power from your meridians infusing your body?” 

“Yes, Master Liu," Alex said, voice ragged, pushing himself beyond 
exhaustion, infected with a bone-weary fatigue beyond what ten minute 
meditation sessions could restore. 

The old man snorted. “You’ve been saying that all day, Alex.” 

Which was true. But it didn't stop the small, exhausted smile from 
slipping free. For in that moment, at the height of his weariness and hours 
of increasingly brutal training, he had felt it, for just the barest heartbeat, 
when he had last lunged forward. 

Before the insight had fled him, his balance and movements slipping 
from transcendent to mundane once more, the sudden acceleration causing 
him to lurch forward, off-balance, falling on his face. 

And as humiliating as the constant failure was, something had changed. 

That flash of insight from before was now a steady awareness that had 
incorporated itself in his stance, balance, and movements. When next Liu 
Jian would give the word... 

“Now!” 

Adderstrike! Alex roared in his own mind as he blasted off his back 
foot, blunted ji head slamming into the padded wooden stump of a target 
with such speed and force that the crack of splitting wood could clearly be 
heard. 


Alex blinked, gazing at his weapon. Both the sharpened steel spearhead 
and the top quarter of the crescent axe heads had torn right through the 
padding, biting deep into the wood beyond. 

For a heartbeat, Alex was afraid his wrists or the wooden shaft might 
have shattered. 

But apparently one of the advantages of achieving Rank 3 with all the 
weapons his mentors had insisted he train with meant that he and the 
weapon were one when they fought, at least when it came to the flow of Qi. 

Master Liu gazed at Alex for long moments before chuckling softly. “I 
was wondering why it took you so damn long to master the very basics, 
with all the promise your absurdly large meridians hinted at. I guess all your 
potential translated into ridiculous power, with very little in the way spared 
for finesse.” 

Alex grimaced. “Thanks. I think.” Talk about backhanded compliments. 

The man snorted. “I’d make you pry it out to teach you a lesson in 
humility, but that would be counterproductive. It’s good that you learn to 
master your Qi techniques to the utmost, striking with every ounce of power 
you have, so as to utterly crush your foes." He glared at Alex's hip. "And 
that's why you should always have a backup weapon in hand. For when 
your ji or spear is completely wedged in a fallen cultivator, no one will give 
you time to trounce back home for a second one if you're in the middle of a 
war!" 

Alex grimaced and swallowed. He had taken off pretty much everything 
but his padded gambeson and ji, focusing only on mastering the basics 
before trying to do it kitted up in full gear. And Master Liu hadn’t said a 
thing about it before. 

“Good. At least I see you have some potential." Hard eyes crackled into 
his own. His mentor flashed a sadistic smile. "Now I want to see you repeat 
that feat one hundred times before another morsel of food passes your lips." 

Alex’s eyes widened. “Master Liu!” 

“Do you think you always get to fight, well-rested and with a full belly? 
Do you think you can rely on techniques you haven’t mastered as 
thoroughly as breathing? Techniques you would bet your life on?” He 
chuckled coldly. “Hate me all you like, boy. Only grateful praise will leave 
your lips when you whisper my name after your first taste of war, baptized 
in blood, fighting for your life against entire regiments that would see you 


|? 


and all your fellows dead!” He gave a hard nod. “As has every disciple I 
ever deigned to teach before you.” 

He then flashed Alex a sympathetic smile. "But only a fool pushes his 
tool to the breaking point. Rest as you need it. Rest, sleep, cultivate, and 
drink all the water you like. It is only the gnawing of your belly that I insist 
you endure. A torment to remind you of your peril, death slowly creeping, 
should you fail to master this skill. Should you fail to strengthen yourself in 
the crucible of perfection!” 

He chuckled coldly. “And with your improved Vitality and the meat 
now on your bones, you can survive for many months without food, boy. 
Just add salt to your water, and you can fight without dizziness as well.” 

And Alex could only bow his head, the next handful of days lost in a 
daze of deepest cultivation, exhaustive training, and sleep. For all that it 
was brutal, and the gnawing in his belly was painful by the second day, by 
the third his hunger had faded entirely, and by the fourth day he could 
summon the flood of Qi needed to catalyze his Adderstrike just as quickly 
as he could lunge with his fangtian ji. 

And for this accomplishment, his master did but give him a wry half- 
smile, now demanding he repeat the same feat with every other weapon he 
was proficient with, just as soon as he had finished the feast now before 
him. Alex sighed, though he delighted in Liu Li’s teasing grin, always doing 
her best to lighten Alex’s burden with gentle chatter whenever they ate 
together, as rare as that had become. 

It broke his heart, seeing how weak and wan she still appeared, for all 
that it filled him with a fierce sense of satisfaction and somehow 
simultaneously, the deepest and humblest gratitude just to see her alive and 
on the mend, her jade green eyes promising his heart she was getting better 
every day. 

“You are indeed, my daughter," her father would assure. "Your 
meridians are already at 50% of what they once were. Once you have 
exceeded 100%, then and only then will I have you teach by my side. 
Perhaps, between the two of us, we can make something of this wayward 
student." 

Alex could only sigh and gaze at his food as the dining table rang with 
Liu Li’s gentle laughter. “I’m sure he’s not that hopeless, Father. He’s 
already mastered Adderstrike with fangtian ji, long spear, and gladius. 


When he can use it with his fists and feet, he might actually be worth all the 
effort you’ve poured into him.” 

“Not likely,” her father snorted, digging into the plentiful spirit beast 
game they had caught, the one tiny blessing in the midst of the tragic 
encounter that had almost killed them, all of it perfectly preserved in Alex’s 
ring. “But at least seeing him fall on his face is mildly amusing.” 

Alex smirked. He was increasingly certain that the alchemist was 
incapable of giving praise free of any critique on the training ring. 


OF courRSE, when it came to Alchemy, it was a different story. 

When he had first entered the laboratory, eyes widening at the display of 
alembics, crucibles, and distillers, the entire laboratory filled with flasks 
and beakers and exotic tubing, he had been blown away. It was as if a 19"- 
century mad scientist's lab had somehow been fused with the most 
luxuriously equipped of apothecary imaginable to create the marvel before 
him. 

And the hard taskmaster that trained him mercilessly from the crack of 
dawn to noon every day was gone, replaced by a genial master eager to 
teach Alex all he could, and dutifully impressed by Alex's ability to master 
almost any alchemical formula he was taught. Of course, Alex might 
understand the quantities and potencies of ingredients involved, and the 
reasons behind the methodological processes. He might even appreciate 
how distillation and trituration would intensify the potency and efficacy of 
the final product, but one crucial gift he lacked, that made all the difference 
between a gifted apothecary and a genuine alchemist, involved the ability to 
harness and manipulate the flow of Qi to further enhance or tap into the 
properties of magical ingredients. 

But as impressed as Liu Jian seemed to be, as diligently as Alex sought 
to master every tidbit of craft and lore his mentor threw at him, there was 
one major roadblock he couldn’t seem to pass. 

A sympathetic sigh and a soft pat on the shoulders greeted Alex’s 
frustrated attempts to mirror Master Liu’s Basic Cultivation pills. 

“You’ve done a fine job, Alex. As good as I could hope for. The 
quantities are perfect, the active components exquisite in their purity. You 
have prepped the ingredients more thoroughly than any laboratory assistant 
I’ve ever had before.” 


Alex gave a rueful chuckle. “Save for my inability to infuse it with Qi 
of my own, of course.” 

The older man glared. "What you have done is beyond remarkable, 
especially for one who is still a basic cultivator! You have no elemental 
affinities as of yet. We can only hope they will include Fire, Earth, and 
Metal, as rare and priceless a combination as that would be. And even if 
those affinities never blossom, for all that I hope continuous exposure might 
influence your potential, there is still no cause for despair! 

"For an assistant as skilled in purifying and refining basic ingredients as 
you are, able to make masterwork-quality tinctures and poisons, even the 
most prestigious of alchemists would consider himself extremely fortunate 
to have an assistant as talented as you are. They would be more than willing 
to pay you a generous stipend in gold that would leave many lesser 
merchants green with envy, and far more than any craftsman who was not 
already a cultivator could hope to earn in a lifetime!” 

Alex swallowed, bowing his head. “Of course you are right, Master. 
This one apologizes.” 

The old man snorted. “And false humility in the laboratory isn’t going 
to change your sentence on the training grounds, Alex.” Intent eyes blazed 
into his own. “I have already seen what you are capable of, boy! Rare as it 
is that a warrior could achieve such before being well into the Bronze... my 
sentence still stands. You’re permitted to eat your fill of victuals tonight in 
celebration of your latest step on the path to mastery, but not a bite more 
until your fists can hit the target just as hard as your ji!” 

Alex paled. 

The old man flashed a grin that had no place in the fatherly atmosphere 
he normally projected in his lab. “And after you accomplish that and regain 
your strength? I’m expecting the same with your shins!” 

Alex blinked. “Like a freakin?’ Muay Thai master... next you’ll be 
wanting my elbows and heels just as strong.” 

The old man's grin widened. "What an excellent idea. I approve." 

Alex winced, bowing his head. "This foolish one will leave the 
apothecary then and begin his training. I will return when I have 
accomplished the first of those steps." 

The older man's eyes widened. "But you're permitted to eat your fill 
today, Alex, and you're doing wonderfully, here in the lab." 


Alex smirked. “I already stuffed myself once today. And every hour I'm 
in here and not practicing on the training ground is one more hour I don't 
eat tomorrow.” 

The old man sighed. “You need time to rest your brain, Alex, and the 
change of pace is good for you. But, ultimately, you’re right. This is your 
trial. You must overcome it in the way you see fit.” 

Alex tilted his head. “Can I ask a frank question?” 

His mentor nodded. 

“Why are you so gracious to me in here, and so, well... ruthless to me 
on the training grounds?” 

Liu Jian actually smiled. “Because you’re a brilliant compounder, Alex, 
and I miss teaching gifted students the most sacred of all Cultivation arts. 
And because you truly are like a lost nephew, I am grateful to be able to 
take under my wing.” 

His gentle gaze hardened. “And because on the battlefield, there is 
neither love nor mercy. Only the killing hatred of all those men who have 
trained longer than you. Harder than you. Who have forged their bitterness 
into a deadly honed blade capable of cleaving your head from your 
shoulders and ending all of your dreams with a single stroke. Because I will 
not let weakness or softness spare you lessons that will give you the 
strength to survive masters far crueler than me, Alex! Because the master 
who will take over my reins if I dare let up for even a minute is Death 
himself! Do you understand?" 

Alex paled, bowing from the waist. “Thank you, Master Liu. Please 
forgive my ignorance.” 

Chilled by his mentor’s words, he increased his training regimen 
evermore, taking hard satisfaction both when his Dual Path Purification 
technique reached 94% and when his left fist could slam into the padded 
target so powerfully it left massive indentations, Alex coming ever closer to 
mastering the use of Adderstrike in every context imaginable, only now 
appreciating its ability to make the weapon in use temporarily invulnerable 
even as it blasted through all resistance. 

He chuckled ruefully, gazing at his presently wrapped right hand. His 
constant cultivation, increased Vitality, and Master Liu's infused liniments 
assuring that the bones should be completely healed within a day, the limb 
sturdy enough for further training within two. 


He sighed, grateful that at least his master had seen fit to provide a 
target of sand and clay for the first steps towards training his other limbs. 

Pausing only to stretch and limber his lower body, Alex then proceeded 
to slam the second target with his left leg, girding his Qi and resolve before 
summoning Adderstrike once more, hissing as the burst of power took him 
of balance, his shin aching with the crack of flesh against padding and clay. 

He didn’t let the pain deter him, focusing only on mastering this 
technique with the most basic of kicks, mentally visualizing it as if his limb 
were a Spear, and he determined to smash through all resistance. 

He continued to train, even when his flesh was bruised and bleeding, 
pausing only to wrap both legs tight with medicinal liniments and extra 
padding, eager for the breakthrough that would allow him to use his shins 
as if they were weapons. For in those moments that his Qi would properly 
infuse his limbs, they would be impervious to damage. 

In other words, only through bitterly enduring the practice and arriving 
at the other side of mastery, would his pain finally come to an end. 

And several days later, shins still bruised and throbbing with constant 
low-level pain, when he was glorying in finally mastering the use of 
Adderstrike with both hands, a soft, husky voice caressed his ears from a 
short distance away. 

“Father, he’s pushing himself so hard. Why are you doing this to him?” 

"It is not I that am doing anything to him, daughter. He and I both know 
that the minute he says he can endure it no longer, he may eat his fill every 
day, and I will be the gentlest of alchemist mentors." 

"Yes, Father. But that is also the day you will stop taking him seriously, 
at least as a cultivator. A warrior. He will be a beloved nephew in your eyes, 
and you will never expect him to be anyone of consequence. Do you really 
think he can't feel the weight of that burden upon his soul, even now?" 

Her father harrumphed. "It is a hard, bitter world, Daughter. And I 
would blame him not at all, should he walk the gentler path, forever 
welcome to work beside us. The path of a true cultivator, especially one 
who would even think of daring Silver or have the arrogance to dream of 
Gold, necessitates forging oneself in the crucible of battle, or spending a 
lifetime forging the most exacting masterworks of alchemy or mystical 
artifact enchanting.” 

Liu Li sighed. “I know, Father. I know it would take him a century to 
accomplish what you have by dint of walking the alchemist’s path. And 


even I can see how eager he is to excel.” 

Even as their words washed over him, Alex was lost in the moment, his 
mind, body, and Qi acting as one. 

The euphoria rushing through him as his shin hammered into the clay 
target with a resounding thud, actually knocking it over, made him want to 
howl with joy. 

But he did not. 

He strove only to keep his focus, his intensity so great he did not even 
flinch to face the main wood-backed target once more, lashing out with one 
roundhouse kick after another that cracked against the target. 

When he was hit with the sudden inspiration to mirror the strike with his 
left shin, he did not dare hesitate, pivoting and lashing out, summoning 
forth Adderstrike just as his balance had shifted, his shin cracking against 
the target with the force of a warhammer, not fragile flesh and bone. 

And with that sixth kick, his Qi was fully depleted, and he stumbled to 
the ground and immediately started cultivating. 

"Five strikes, Alex! Five! To sacrifice all your Qi at once is tantamount 
to suicide, if your foe is not brought down with the last of your reserves!" 

Alex cracked a bitter grin. No matter how hard he tried, his master 
would always find a flaw. 

Of course, the old man was right. He had six Qi points. Each 
Adderstrike effectively used one up, and he could fight just fine, embracing 
all his Cultivation-enhanced strength and finesse with even one measly Qi 
point left. But once he tapped the last one, he was effectively as weak and 
vulnerable as if he had no more strength than a non-cultivator until he could 
recover, which would take exactly six minutes to regain all six points with 
his advanced technique. 

Which gave him an edge. He already realized it took even Master Liu 
considerably longer to recover his Qi. Of course, he probably had far more. 
But still, Alex sensed he could lash out with his Qi far more times per day, 
on average, than the typical student Cultivator of his rank. 

Liu Li, still looking wan, was gazing at him with nothing short of awe. 
"Father, you saw that! He gained enlightenment, finally breaking through 
with just those last handful of Qi-enhanced kicks! And then he intuitively 
flipped it, doing it with his left shin on the first try! That's, that's... who's 
ever heard of such a thing?" 


Her father harrumphed. “I’m eager to see him repeat the performance 
when the foolish boy recovers his strength.” 

“Father, I can’t use Qi strikes with my hands or my feet at all!” 

Her father sighed. “And the fault is entirely mine. When I heard how 
you cried out when you first dared walk that path, when I saw the damage 
you were doing to your precious hands, I just couldn't bear it. What father 
could?" He gathered her in his arms. "It isn't yours to fight our lord's wars, 
my beloved daughter." He smiled warmly into her eyes. "You already know 
your destiny is to be far sweeter than that." 

She swallowed and nodded. “But even so...” 

“Yes. Your battle will be decided by your grace, your charm, and how 
well you fight with our traditional weapons. Should you ever be disarmed, 
you won’t be fighting for survival, but status, and the battle will already be 
lost, so that is when you bow out of the contest.” 

But Alex had already tuned out their words, having taken Master Liu’s 
half-goading statement as a challenge. And the rush he felt, finding that he 
was still very much in the zone, his Qi, Mind, and body all striking as one, 
was so intense it almost pulled him out of it, but five minutes of meditation 
later and he was striking the bag with all four of his limbs with effortless 
grace. 

Powerful blows that could dent armor and shatter bone. And though he 
was limited to only the most basic roundhouse kicks, his shins hit with the 
force of sledgehammers. 

And his fists, designed specifically for forward strikes and motion, he 
could lash out with straight blows like jabs or crosses anywhere he aimed 
on the target. 

When weapons were in play, Adderstrike was basically a deadly, 
powerful lunge. A lunge he could now perform with all the thrusting 
weapons he had gained proficiency with, rendering the weapon 
momentarily invulnerable to breakage or shattering as well. Whether that 
weapon was his gladius, fangtian ji, long spear, or his fist. 


CONGRATULATIONS! You have learned your first Qi Technique! 

You have gained Tier 2 proficiency with Adderstrike. You have achieved 
extended proficiency with Adderstrike! may now use Adderstrike with all 
edged thrusting weapons you have gained Tier 3 proficiency with or better. 


Additional Feat Mastered — Full proficiency! You may now _ use 
Adderstrike with any thrusting attack using any weapon you have gained 
Tier 3 or better proficiency with! You may now use Adderstrike with all 
straight punches and shin kicks! 


MAsTER LIU WAS GRINNING like a fox himself when a panting Alex declared 
his basic mastery of the technique. “If I didn’t see it with my own eyes...” 

Alex furrowed his brow. “What do you mean, sir?” 

Liu Li smirked. “He means he was expecting the impossible of you, just 
to see if you could do it.” 

Alex frowned. “What are you saying?” 

“No one below the rank of Bronze Ogre can use Adderstrike 
barehanded. And Alex? Your shin Adderstrike? Should be impossible.” 

Alex blinked. “What?” 

She nodded. "It's not exactly a thrust, is it? A thrusting kick is the only 
thing that should work with Adderstrike, but that technique always leaves 
the attacker thrown wildly off balance, no matter what. They'll go down just 
like their foe, even if they can quickly get back up, and if they miss... Not 
even Silver Giants use it. But you're kicking with it, with roundhouse 
strikes hitting harder than even your fists.” 

Alex winced. “Okay, here’s to hoping you don’t psyche me out of my 
own ability to use it...” 

“Which would be stupid, since you’ve already done it. Only a fool lets a 
declared principle trump their observation of reality.” 

Alex nodded. “Anyway, I don’t see the shin kick as a circular blow, 
even though it’s technically a roundhouse. But not completely. I just sort of, 
well, see it straight from the shin’s perspective.” 

Liu Li frowned. “That makes no sense.” 

“Well, the shin is at a different angle, so it’s not exactly facing the same 
angle as we are, and the instant I summon the Qi, it’s in position to smash 
into its target, so I’m not really hooking with it, if that makes sense.” 

Liu Li smirked. “I think you’re cheating, somehow, but as a disciple of 
the fox, I shouldn’t be surprised that you can do that.” Her gaze grew 
solemn. “Just like you somehow cheated death and brought me back to life 
with more power at your disposal than anyone at your rank should have.” 


Alex winced. “Yeah, well, I had to fork over all the juicy experience 
that greater boar was going to give me. Who knows what rank disciple I 
might be right now, if things had gone differently?” 

He gently clasped her hand with his own when her features paled. “But 
if I had to do it over again, I would, a hundred times over.” He swallowed 
the sudden lump in his throat. “A thousand times over. As long as I knew 
that you would be safe in the end.” 

Liu Li’s cheeks turned crimson. Hopeful green eyes peered into his 
own, as if searching desperately for something. Then she lowered her gaze. 
“T’m sorry, there’s something...” she fled back to their underground home. 

Alex swallowed. Speechless. “Liu Li... Master Liu?” 

But even her father had turned around, going back the way he came, 
after fixing Alex with a look he couldn’t hope to decipher. 

“What the hell just happened?” 

He shook his head, realizing it was completely beyond him, before 
gazing down at his ring. 

Suddenly struck with the realization that he was being a complete idiot. 

He might not have a clue as to how to handle, or even how he felt about, 
Liu Li. But hadn’t they both just admitted that he had a knack for bending 
the rules? 

He smiled, despite his exhaustion and pain, suddenly thinking that 
maybe the path of the alchemist might not be completely beyond his grasp 
after all. 
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e closed his eyes, accessing his matrix, visualizing the massive 

glowing disk of pure Qi that the major beast crystal he had 

absorbed represented, a double-helix of ivory light and obsidian 
darkness that he sensed would be more than enough to help him clear his 
fourth gate, effectively leveling him up. 

Yet he couldn’t help wondering what else he could do with that power. 
Gazing at the orb of power, strands of carefully ordered darkness and light 
entwined like a double helix, he took a deep breath and imagined separating 
the strands and storing the Dark Qi, just like he would with the Dual Path 
Purification Technique. 

He then visualized sending the strands of darkness into his Dark Qi orb 
of power within the library, which proceeded even faster than it would 
while cultivating. Within minutes, he was gazing thoughtfully at the potent 
mass of perfectly distilled Light Qi spinning its lonely existence in the 
darkness of his mind. 

He then sent streams of Light Qi spiraling into the apothecary he had 
mentally constructed within his Divine Artifact, now enhanced with all the 
alchemical tools he had learned how to use during the time they had been 
sheltering within Liu Jian's bunker, hidden within the vast, untamed 
wilderness. 

He could barely contain his excitement when the Light Qi obeyed his 
will just as gracefully as the Dark Qi did. Perhaps even more so. 

When he manifested himself within the alchemy lab, he was awed anew 
at the sparkling marvel that was the crackling circle of Light Qi spinning in 


the air around an invisible axis. He then peered carefully at the Qi, 
following a hunch, realizing that if this were to work... 

His eyes widened with wonder and delight. 

There. 

He had just seen the barest flicker of color. 

And there it was again. 

Then his perception changed forever. 

He no longer saw a spiraling mass of brilliant white Qi, but a rainbow- 
like assortment of elemental colors all rapidly spinning around one another. 

Heart hammering with excitement, he left the chamber the moment his 
intuition told him everything was just as stable as it ever was for him, here 
inside his artifact. 

Only then did he go to his greenhouse, gazing with awe and wonder at 
the beautiful sight before him, his secret project he spent exactly one hour 
upon every night before falling to exhausted slumber for more brutal 
training the next day. 

One hour at 1000 times normal speed meant his garden aged 41 days 
and 16 hours each night, and he had centuries worth of Dark Qi in storage. 
Altogether, he had spent a total of 40 or so hours on his project so far, 
which mean his garden had been ripening in power and potency for almost 
four and a half years. 

And the greatest marvel wasn’t just the 16-fold increase in both 
mundane and Qi rich plants, but that his handful of Silverbells had enjoyed 
a similar boon. Where before there had been 8, there were now exactly 128 
Silverbell blossoms. 

The entire greenhouse was awash in brilliant Qi energy that flooded his 
entire garden with divine light, in the perfect elemental proportions 
necessary to inspire ever more fecund growth of all vegetative life. 

Of course, that meant his Dark Qi wouldn't last the equivalent of 
centuries, still had no idea of how much he would need once he ascended to 
the Bronze. But with everyone's talk of waste, and the Dark Qi taint being 
so heavy in the Greater Spirit Boar he had fought, he thought it quite likely 
that it wasn't quite as scarce as he had once feared, so he was willing to take 
a gamble now, even if he did risk folly later. 

The important thing was what his experiments meant for the one skill he 
could seek to master right now. That being alchemy. 


He solemnly and carefully plucked exactly the ratio of ingredients he 
would need to make a batch of ten Lesser Cultivation Pills before heading 
back to his alchemy chamber, splitting the ingredients into ten equal 
portions, and beginning his series of experiments, talking himself through 
each set. 

“Alright. The Lotus Blossom finally infused into the Golden Berry 
tincture. Now’s the time to add Earth Qi, quickly followed by Fire Qi... I 
need the flame to hit a golden hue... no wait, it’s turning black... shit!” 

Alex hissed in frustration when the first cauldron erupted in caustic 
flame, glad that he truly had full control over this realm, immediately 
visualizing an indestructible container catching the blast, then imagining all 
the elements within turning back to their basic components and reducing the 
heat before turning the container opaque, examining the now ice-cold ash 
within, explosive power neutralized. 

He sensed it would make good fertilizer, at least, adding further 
nutrients to his ever-expanding garden, in addition to all the excellent black 
soil he had claimed from the forest already. 

“Alright... what did I do wrong there? Hmm... Nothing in terms of Art. 
Master Liu’s just mastered the technique of flipping from those two 
elements over decades.” He couldn’t help furrowing his brow, sensing how 
delicate a process it was, and for some reason he found himself thinking of 
cooking shows, of bakers making frothy peaks of whipped cream, but first 
adding gelatin as a stabilizing agent, to make things easier. 

He couldn’t help but suddenly wonder if maybe incorporating other 
elements to the formula would serve as a sort of stabilizing agent for his 
Lesser Cultivation Elixir. 

Of course, Master Liu's instructions made no note of such whatsoever, 
but Alex had access to 8 elements, not 3, and he couldn't help but wonder if 
Water Qi might help... 

And this time he was actually hit by the explosion, wincing with pain, 
mild as the burn to his hand was before he wished the failed experiment 
away. "I'm being an idiot again. I can't just put in Water Qi. I have to 
consider how it affects the other elements in this strange universe, and 
water extinguishes fire in both Western and Eastern paradigms." Oddly, 
Earth Qi also adversely effected Water Qi. If he could incorporate Metal, 
somehow, perhaps as an anti-flocculant... but there would still be 


antagonistic reactions between Fire and Metal despite the extra 
stabilization. 

Then he realized what should have been obvious. Just use all five basic 
elements in tandem. He might be able to conceptualize 8, but for Alchemy, 
he was happy to limit himself to the paradigm understood by all the 
alchemists that had come before him. And if he incorporated all five 
elements into the elixir, then that should immediately bring stability to the 
structure, as both Creation and Destructive cycles would be in balance, the 
slightest exertion of will sufficient to catalyze a positive reaction with all 
five elemental portions flowing in a way complementary to the whole. 

And as for his Wood Qi focus, what better than to pour all his energy 
into enhancing the efficacy of the Silverbell blossom itself? As well as 
every other active ingredient plucked from the garden. 

Qi Cultivation Elixir successfully formulated. 

Note: Atypical variant created. This variant requires alchemical use of 
five different elements. All horticultural elements must undergo additional 
refinement. 

Alex could understand this, though he thought he had used Wood to 
reinforce his tincture, he wasn’t sure how he used any countering element to 
further refine it, yet that aside, he was absolutely ecstatic with his creation. 

You have discovered Unorthodox Qi Cultivation Elixir. - Median Market 
Potency relative to similarly made Cultivation elixirs cannot be determined. 
Your Elixir is Unique. 

He allowed himself to savor a few moments of exquisite triumph before 
hardening his focus once more, knowing if this were to have any 
experimental validity, he had to be able to replicate it perfectly, and he 
could really use a notebook. 

Then he gazed at one of the blank walls in his imagined lab, struck by a 
sudden crazy idea. Since it seemed anything he dreamed up here stayed 
consistent, it should work, though he could only take out what he originally 
brought in, even if the ingredients themselves had been transformed. Which 
was why he was careful to bring plenty of soil inside, so the plants he grew 
he would be free to take out in their entirety. 

Then he closed his eyes and visualized a top-of-the-line laptop, just like 
the one he would use as a kid. 

He opened his eyes and frowned. 


Instead of a laptop, he saw before him a children’s spiral notebook 
covered in grinning foxes racing up a tree. Even his pencil, complete with 
eraser, featured a winking, silver fox. 

He rolled his eyes and got to writing, carefully listing the steps to the 
original Qi Cultivation Elixir experiment, then listing his own alterations. 
Proving the validity of his observations and conclusions when each of the 
remaining batches, 7 in all, were transformed into the same Unorthodox Qi 
Cultivation Elixir, each one just a bit more potent than the one made before 
it. 

With a satisfied grin, he left the ring, deciding to call it a night after 
making a note to acquire some flasks, and slept so deeply he didn't even 
waken when Liu Jian tossed him out of bed. Not until he landed on the 
floor, at least. 

Liu Jian, fully kitted up in battle gear, gave him a hard look before 
finally nodding. “You seem to have achieved passing confidence with 
Adderstrike, but not true mastery. I am surprised to not see you out there 
seeking to perfect your attacks with dawn’s first light.” 

Alex grinned. “Normally I would, sir, but I sort of had a breakthrough 
last night, and I was working far later than I thought I was. I didn’t exactly 
get a good night’s sleep.” 

His mentor’s eyes widened. “You are referring, of course, to better 
mastering the Divine treasure fortune has deigned to bless you with?” 

Alex nodded his head. “It is just so.” 

The older man smirked. “Well, good. I look forward to hearing all about 
it, over dinner. But if you're not fully kitted up and ready to go in a quarter- 
hour, you won't be having any of that dinner. Understood?" 

Alex blinked. “Yes, Master Liu.” 

“Good!” The man chuckled softly. “I think you’ll like today’s lesson, 
Alex. You did surprisingly well, mastering the basics of Adderstrike. Well 
enough that I judge it fitting to teach you the next Qi discipline every royal 
soldier is expected to learn before the end of his first year serving the 
Crown.” 

Alex soon found himself on the training field once more, the soft loamy 
earth increasingly scuffed up by their weeks of intensive exercise, the air 
perfumed with the scents of honeysuckle, wild ginger, and pine. He 
frowned as he did his best to get comfortable with the oversized shield he 


had been handed. The scutum was certainly familiar from his time training 
with Liu Li, but it was the first time he had seen Liu Jian make use of it. 

"This Qi discipline is both quite different and at the same time 
somewhat similar to Adderstrike, in that an immediate burst of force is 
applied. But unlike Adderstrike, which, though deadly, only increases your 
range by the maximum of your natural lunging distance, Bullrush is an 
excellent tool for charging enemy lines, crashing past defensive pike, and 
slaughtering enemy spearmen when they are caught off guard with 
absolutely no way to effectively counter you with their long spears when 
you are less than a foot away. 

“Like right now,” the man said, and before Alex could even register 
what had happened, he had been knocked off his feet as the older man 
seemed to teleport a good 20 feet in the blink of an eye, his foot now on 
Alex’s chest. 

“As you can see,” the man grinned, “it can be a very effective attack, 
even if you don’t hit any harder than you normally would, had you simply 
committed to a running charge of the same distance. But you cut out all the 
unnecessary space. No spear can strike that which is not there, and within 
the blink of an eye, you are toe to toe with enemies caught completely off 
guard.” 

Alex whistled. “Wow! That sounds like an epic tactical move. I’Il bet it 
would really help our army seize the initiative. But were you serious? All 
royal soldiers are supposed to know this by the end of their first year?” 

His mentor grinned. “The gifted ones are, at least. Sadly, not all 
cultivators are capable of learning even the most basic Qi disciplines. Many 
wait till Bronze, relying instead on their heightened strength, vitality, and 
quickness to give them the edge they crave.” He gave a disapproving frown. 
“And so many masters or doting fathers, seeking to spoil their prodigies, 
refuse to teach them techniques so reflective of the most grueling aspects of 
body cultivation, having no stomach for the bitter fruits all true warriors 
must learn to savor for their own betterment. Instead, they immediately 
teach their offspring elemental variations, gloating in their supposedly 
superior techniques, not even aware of the damage they have already done 
to their so-called prodigy’s foundations.” 

Alex smiled. “I’m guessing you’re not one for taking it easy on your 
students.” 


His mentor flashed a strange smile. “I am the most understanding of 
teachers. If you would like for us to forevermore focus on alchemy alone, I 
promise you, Alex, you will receive all the praise you could want from a 
gentle master, and none of the bitter discipline that would make you a 
cultivator to be feared by all your foes. Is that the path you wish to take, 
Alex?” 

Alex immediately paled, shaking his head. “No, Master. If it will make 
me a better cultivator, better able to protect the people I care about, then do 
what you will with the student before you.” 

It was all he could do, to not look at where a wan Liu Li was gazing at 
them both, having taken to meditating in the garden whenever Alex would 
practice, leaving him more self-conscious than ever. Of course, he couldn’t 
help beaming whenever he earned her smile. 

Though all he seemed to earn that day was her frown when a bemused 
Liu Jian continued their lesson, making darting forward twenty steps to 
smash over targets with his shield in the blink of an eye seem so very easy. 

Yet no matter how intently Alex focused, all he could manage that first 
day was pulling his muscles and straining his joints, falling flat on his face 
every time. 

“You’re not focusing, Alex!” Liu Li snapped as afternoon’s light turned 
a burnished crimson gold. “You have to feel the Qi evenly dispersed 
throughout your body, not the localized burst of Adderstrike. Bullrush is an 
entirely different discipline. There is no crossover!” 

Alex had the grace to blush and look away, determined to try harder on 
the morrow, despite how much his muscles and joints ached. 

And for all that Liu Li's gaze was hard, muttering to herself as she 
helped bind sore knees and ankles, putting on her father's liniments while 
the elder attended other matters, he couldn't help but see the worry in her 
eyes as well. 

“Liu Li?” 

She gave a frustrated shake of her head. 

“What’s wrong?” 

She sighed. “I can’t believe he’s even doing this.” 

Alex blinked. “What?” 

“Trying to teach you Bullrush already!” 

Alex frowned. “What’s wrong? Am I that hopeless at it?” 


She trilled bitter laughter. “Of course you are, Alex! What do you 
expect? What does he expect? He is trying to push you into learning whole- 
body techniques when you have less than half your meridian gateways 
clear! I have twice the number cleared that you do, and I still can’t 
accomplish Bullrush!” 

Alex blinked, opening his mouth to voice his surprise, before snapping 
it shut, seeing the sudden vulnerability in her gaze. “I don’t blame you. It’s 
an insane technique. All it’s causing me is pain.” 

Her lips pressed in a cold line. “Don’t patronize me, Alex. I have every 
intention of mastering it.” Her fists clenched tightly together. 

Alex's eyes widened to see the hot tears leaking from her jade green 
eyes. "I should be there, training right beside you! I should be there! Only 
my meridians still aren’t repaired yet.” 

Alex blinked. He swallowed. “I’m sorry, Liu Li... I know you’re doing 
all you can. I know you’ll be joining me before you know it.” 

She quirked a bitter smile. “I’m trying, Alex. Even though I tell myself 
Father’s sacred cultivation techniques have at least kept the damage from 
worsening, I don’t feel like I’m getting any stronger! And now I’m so damn 
fragile that I don’t dare any techniques now. Maybe not ever, at least until I 
achieve the Bronze, and forge meridian channels of pure elemental Qi, 
strong enough to make up for my peripheral pathways being so badly fried 
by whatever the hell it is that you did!” 

Alex hung his head, filled with sudden shame. "I'm sorry, Liu Li. With 
all my heart, I'm sorry." He bowed deeply and returned to his quarters, her 
pain-filled gaze haunting him, imagining her a precious, priceless work of 
art, forever shattered by his desperate, clumsy attempt to rescue her. 

He did not bother with his ring or alchemy at all that night, not even 
getting out of bed when others knocked, and he could smell the enticing 
aromas of Liu Jian's fine cooking permeating their snug little home. He 
merely closed his eyes and slept, though even his dreams were haunted by 
regrets past and present. 

And when he felt a soft hand touching his cheek in the depths of night, 
he froze, not daring to move a muscle, even when Liu Li's soft, trembling 
voice broke the silence. 

"I'm sorry, Alex. I shouldn't have said..." A soft sigh. "Alex, I was 
being a fool, poisoning you with my own bitterness. Father wasn't lying 
when he said you saved my life! God, Alex, if it wasn't for you, I would 


have died in that field. An overconfident, cocky fool, gored by the beasts I 
had so casually killed so many times before, Mother Nature's Yin and Yang 
and my fate balancing together in the most ruthless of equations." 

Soft lips caressed his cheek. “But thanks to you, I have hope. I have my 
life. Every day I can gaze upon the vast, wondrous forests and breathe deep 
of crisp clean air utterly devoid of the city’s miasma, every day I can 
meditate on the simple joy of being alive, I have hope for my future. Hope 
for the love I might one day embrace, the family I might one day call my 
own. And even if it’s a painful journey, even if takes me a hundred years, 
one day I will get better. One day my gateways will not only heal but be as 
strong as steel once more, and I will finally be ready to ascend. 

“One day,” she sighed. “Even if that day is not today. Even if father’s 
Rejuvenation Pills lack the elemental affinities truly needed to repair my 
meridians. At least there is hope. And it’s only because of you that I have 
any hope of accomplishing that at all.” 

Alex, now very much awake, didn’t dare breathe a word. When her 
piercing gaze met his own, his heart started to race. But all she did is smile, 
lean over, and kiss his brow. 

“Thank you for being my hero, Alex. The gods know I needed one.” 

And without another word she left the chamber, the only sound to be 
heard moments later was the sound of his own roaring heart. 

He gazed down into his ring, suddenly knowing exactly what he had to 
do. 

And when he was in his library once more, slowly pulling down both 
sacred tomes gifted to him by an actual divinity, he thought he understood 
at last their true significance. 

Even as he spent the night carefully committing to memory everything 
he had read before, he understood that there was so much more, so very 
much more to be read and understood. 

Trembling hands slowly flipped pages seemingly without end, his mind 
increasingly confused by references to the one element he couldn’t hope to 
comprehend in both the Purification and Cycling tomes. 

Shadow itself. 

Until at last, he found what he sought. Somehow knowing that this gift, 
like his ring, went far beyond any standard Cultivation Manual. 

He summoned forth the same fox covered spiral notebook as before, 
and when he moved to carefully transcribe every line he had learned in both 


tomes, he found to his awe and wonder that they filled the pages as fast as 
he thought the words, as if each glimpse of the tome was flash-copied in 
true living color upon his notebook. 

He swallowed, shaking his head. He knew he could never take the ring’s 
notebook outside of the divine artifact. But if, later, he brought genuine 
parchment and ink... could he flash-copy it again? Would the copy remain 
true? 

He shook the thoughts free, focusing only on transcribing the notes he 
so desperately needed. 

When he went to his garden, he was pleased to see it blossoming like 
never before. The seductive scents of ripe Silverbell blossoms intermingled 
with the sharp tang of lemongrass, honeysuckle, peppermint, and a dozen 
other fragrances perfuming the air, the entire greenhouse now filled rich 
fecund life, brilliant flowers scattered amongst a field of verdant emerald- 
green foliage. 

Alex's eyes lit with wonder as he found himself not in a greenhouse but 
within a woodland glade surrounded by towering apple trees, with actual 
clouds floating above, letting loose a gentle misty rain at that very moment. 

Yet the true wonder that left him breathless was at the very heart of his 
garden. 

The mass of Silverbell blossoms had doubled many times over, and 
somehow they had twined together around the spinning orb of crackling 
Dark Qi, now glowing like the most potent and glorious of suns as it floated 
high above on streams of ethereal power, supported by the spiritual energies 
that the plants themselves helped to create, the entire field of priceless, 
precious herbs and flowers protected under the bowers of magnificent apple 
trees, and Alex had but to lift a hand to find an exquisitely ripe apple, both 
tart and sweet, plop into his palm. And each bite of that crisp masterpiece 
brought to mind all the halcyon days of that final glorious summer he had 
enjoyed as a teenager, when he had last been healthy and whole. 

“T think I'll call these Qi-enhanced apples Calenbry Sunsets,” he said to 
himself, the indescribably delicious fruit a beautiful burnished red-gold hue 
so reminiscent of the last perfect sunset he had ever seen with his family, a 
lifetime ago. 

He frowned then, gently dropping the apple core which immediately 
decomposed before beginning to sprout up as a new shoot, already poking 
through the priceless plants at Alex’s feet. 


“But just when the hell did it all grow so fast?" Then he blinked, 
remembering those dreams he had been haunted by, losing himself in his 
garden, pushing all thoughts of despair away. 

That's when he realized he had hardly been dreaming at all. Only 
focusing on the horticultural wonder blossoming inside his divine treasure, 
losing himself under its magnificent bowers and the brilliant field of 
blossoms before him, realizing he knew exactly where every plant was and 
its properties as utterly as he ever had before. 

He sensed as well how exceedingly potent the plants now were, having 
spent so much time under a miniature sun radiating pristine spiritual energy 
down upon them. 

Every 9 hours spent focusing on his garden was another year’s worth of 
compressed time, yet his garden had enjoyed decades worth of growth, the 
power of his own bittersweet dreams having struck such a chord with the 
ring's own spatial affinities that his greenhouse had somehow transcended 
whatever limits had held it back before. 

If he had one regret, it was that he was rapidly depleting his stores of 
Dark Qi, the entirety barely half of what it had been just the day before. 

Of course, he now had a miniature forest of what he would swear were 
magically delicious apples, and a field of priceless herbs as large as the 
training field he practiced within every day. And if he slowed the time 
down to simply match the rate of time outside, its default state whenever he 
himself was within the ring, his vast reserves of Dark Qi should still last for 
a good double handful of years, even with so many Silverbell blossoms 
converting it into beams of Water, Wood, and Earth Qi, the entire cluster of 
flowers now shining like the noonday sun. 

He couldn’t help grinning, strangely certain that he had somehow 
bypassed whatever natural limits should have prevented him from drawing 
more energy out than he originally put in. Because he had absolutely no 
doubt that were he to cultivate within the ring, this miniature glade was now 
so rich in Heaven and Earth energy that cultivating here would be the equal 
of almost anywhere else he could imagine, though whether it was the equal 
of the most sacred cliff-side areas near Dragon Temple, he couldn’t say. It 
was certainly more potent than Master Liu’s own cultivation garden back 
home. 

The former student of finance and protege of his father frowned. Such 
should be impossible. But of course, this wasn't Earth or even the same 


universe, with the physical laws that bound everything so tightly together, 
such that only by complexity could the sum ever be more than its parts. In 
terms of actual energy? That could never grow. And perhaps it wasn't here, 
either. Perhaps what he was doing was more like unfurling the sails of a 
boat constructed by his own will, taking advantage of powerful Qi winds in 
ways he could barely fathom, all in a desperate bid to project himself as far 
as he possibly could into a glorious future where he ascended to the highest 
heights of power. 

He shook his head, frowning away his own racing thoughts. 

Yes, he had stumbled upon a unique and fascinating path to power, his 
potential heightened in so many ways not just by this ring but by his ability 
to tap into its own unlimited potential. 

But that was doing nothing to help the girl he felt so fiercely protective 
of. 

He wasted no more time with his own hunger for advancement, instead 
focusing only on gazing upon the herbs he knew he’d need to perform his 
greatest alchemy feat yet. 

And after a fruitful double handful of minutes, he was pulled abruptly 
short. 

The one herb he most needed, whose affinity was tied utterly to shadow, 
he could find no trace of. 

And how could it be otherwise? For all that any alchemist could make 
use of the vital herb once it was harvested, only one with the necessary 
affinities could find it, and only in the dead of night. 

He swallowed, shaking his head with frustration. 

But it didn’t stop him from preparing everything else he would need, 
amazed and grateful once more by the choice he had made, gazing upon the 
still spinning circle of Elemental Qi in his alchemy lab, such a contrast to 
the orb of Dark Qi in his garden, now looking more like a rainbow than 
anything else. 

Then he gazed down at his ring once more and flipped himself back to 
the outside world, wincing as he stumbled out of bed, noting the hole he 
had just made in the down-stuffed mattress, having naturally risen when his 
weight had left it. 

He groaned. Master Liu would definitely put him through his paces 
after this. 

But that could wait. 


Wasting no further time, he quickly kitted up in full battle gear and 
headed for Liu Li's sleeping quarters. 

Yet a soft tap on the door didn’t bring the face he was hoping to see. 

Rather he stumbled back, shaken to the core. Master Liu's chill gaze 
froze his very soul. 

“Why are you kitted in full armaments, knocking on my daughter's door 
at this hour, boy?" 

Alex swallowed, throat so dry he couldn’t even whisper. 

Liu Jian’s gaze hardened. 

Alex’s heart started to hammer as a Silver Cultivator made his fearsome 
terrible presence known. 

“Father, stop.” Soft words that instantly eased Master Liu’s predatory 
glare. 

The door opened further, Liu Li's delicate hand gently pressing back her 
father, a feat Alex knew he'd never be able to replicate with strength alone. 
She turned her solemn, questioning gaze to Alex. 

"Alex, is everything okay? Father's seeing if he can do anything further 
to repair my damaged meridians. We were hoping with the moonlight, 
being as it is aligned to my patron god..." 

“Your ultimate sire, perhaps, Daughter. But he’s far too mercurial to be 
anyone’s god.” 

She flushed at that. “And you would dare say that, with his disciple 
standing before us!” she snapped, turning back to her father who had the 
grace to look abashed. 

Alex couldn’t help grinning in relief, seeing a trace of the old fire within 
her gaze. 

“We still don’t know...” 

She rolled her eyes. "Seriously, Father, can you possibly doubt? The 
size of his meridian gates, the way his gifts skirt so many rules, the divine 
artifact upon his finger, the fact that absorbing all that wild Qi, all that Dark 
Qi, didn’t bother him at all! And you know damn well there is no way he 
should be able to learn Bullrush as a Rank 3 basic cultivator. You’re just 
pushing him as hard as you can for the hell of it!” 

Her father had the gall to grin back. "And it's working. He can use 
Adderstrike with his kicks as well as his fists. No one not a Silver Giant 
should be able to do that. No basic cultivator not a half-step from breaking 
through to Bronze should be able to use Qi techniques at all. The fact you 


can use Adderstrike with your chosen weapons, daughter, is all the proof I 
need to know just how exceptional you are.” 

She nodded. “Exactly.” 

Alex blinked. “But I thought... you said... with all the royal troops.” 

The alchemist had the gall to wink. “What I said was the absolute truth. 
For the king’s crack legions.” 

Alex swallowed the strange lump in his throat. 

The alchemists smile hardened. “And don’t think this gets you out of 
training, Alex. Yesterday’s performance was completely unacceptable. 
Mark my words, if you want to eat again, you will be charging those targets 
like a champion!” 

Alex winced. “Yes, Master Liu. But in the meantime...” 

His mentor’s bemused gaze, so like WiFu’s in that moment, instantly 
hardened. “In the meantime, you are sneaking into my daughter’s bedroom 
in the dead of night.” 

Alex had the grace to flush. “Tt’s not that...” 

“Really?” 

His flush deepened. 

“T came here because I think I know how to help!” he said at last. 

Liu Li paled. Her father furrowed his brow. “What are you talking 
about, Alex?” 

And in that moment, Alex felt a sudden weight upon his chest, realizing 
that a fork in the road was suddenly before him. 

If he kept to one path, his sacred treasures would be his, forever. 

And perhaps that ownership would transcend this single life. 

Perhaps his domain over them would extend for lifetimes. 

All eternity. 

But one look into those vulnerable jade green eyes, and Alex instantly 
understood what he had to do. 

Perhaps why he had been granted those boons in the first place. 

What a secret patron desperately hoped Alex would do for his children. 

But by the very rules his patron and those like him lived by, he could do 
absolutely nothing to force Alex’s choice. 

Alex took a deep breath. “You already know who my patron is. He 
granted me with more gifts than just my ring.” He stepped over to Liu Li, 
gently clasping her hand. “Your affinities are those of the fox. And one of 
them includes the element of Shadow, yes?” 


Her eyes widened. Master Liu’s gaze hardened. “How do you know 
this, Alex?” 

Alex flashed a sad smile. “Because the one element I cannot understand 
within the sacred cultivation tomes I was given involves the element of 
Shadow. But now that I know to ask the right questions... a secret was 
revealed to me.” 

He could all but taste the sudden tension in the air. 

He took a deep, shuddering breath. “I think I can help treat your 
injuries, Liu Li. But in order to make a Meridian Rejuvenation Elixir 
aligned to your elements, we need an ingredient completely lacking from 
your father’s greenhouse cuttings below and from my own garden.” 

Liu Jian’s gaze hardened. “What are you talking about, Alex? I have 
taught you only the basics! Adept as you are, you are in no position to make 
actual pills for anyone, let alone my daughter!” He took a deep breath, 
calming himself. “Still, if you have stumbled upon the workings of ancient 
alchemists, secrets lost long ago might indeed prove useful. Show me the 
tome, and perhaps...” 

Before he could say another word, Alex solemnly presented him with 
his own creation. 

Master Liu frowned. “What is this?” 

Alex grinned. “It’s what I was working on the other night when I had 
my breakthrough. I call it an Unorthodox Qi Cultivation Elixir.” He gave an 
apologetic smile. “I’m afraid I lack your gifts. It’s in potion form. I can’t 
make cultivation pills that can keep for many years. In order to make 
Cultivation treatments I need to balance all five elements, or, at least the 
five as understood within your own culture’s treatises. Just limiting myself 
to Earth and Fire is far too difficult for me to balance. Every time I 
attempted such, my potion exploded.” 

His mentor smirked. “Of course, Alex. It takes an apprentice alchemist 
dozens upon dozens of trials to properly balance Fire and Earth with even 
the most basic...” His eyes widened. “Wait, Alex, are you saying you can 
actually infuse your formulations with Qi? You have three affinities you 
have unlocked?” He furrowed his brow. “Impossible. You have not even 
ascended to Bronze!” 

Alex flashed an almost apologetic smile. “I’m able to separate my own 
Qi stores into their elemental components within my ring.” 


His mentor’s eyes looked ready to pop out of his skull. “What? You’re 
able to store sacred Heaven and Earth energy within your artifact?” 

Alex nodded. "When I absorbed the power of that Greater Spirit Boar, I 
stored the power inside my ring." 

Liu Li paled. “That much wild Qi... tainted by foulness... Alex should 
have been Demonized.” 

Alex smirked. “Hardly. And that which you consider foulness is just the 
Qi of, well, motion. Action. The essence of that which allows everything to 
flow forward in time. Why do you think everyone gives off so much of it? 
It’s a byproduct of our mortal existence. I think. And yes, if you don't know 
how to channel it, store it, use it, it will eventually lead to corrosion and 
decay. But ultimately, it's not waste or trash. It's just the more chaotic, 
volatile side of Qi that allows everything to keep moving, even if it all 
eventually breaks down, whereas Light Qi, the sum of all elemental colors, 
allows for solidity, rigidity, ever-growing power and strength. They are just 
opposite sides of the same coin, or the Yin and Yang in balance, if you 
will." 

He had the grace to flush under their disapproving glares. 

“Admittedly, that’s just my pet theory, but that’s how it seems to work 
for me.” 

“Babes trying to teach their masters,’ Liu Li grumbled, her father 
nodding in accord. 

“Sheer madness!” Master Liu declared. “No doubt it’s the fox’s blessing 
alone that allows him to endure chaos that would corrupt most so easily.” 

Alex sighed. "And all that is neither here nor there. Liu Li? I need to 
harvest something called Shadow blossoms. And since that's something I 
have no hope of spotting in the wild... it's up to you to spot it, and right 
now, in the darkest hours of the night, is our best chance of doing so. But 
I’m not really sure where we can find it, or how safe it is, even around here, 
in the dead of night.” 

Liu Li gazed at her father. “If there is even a chance!” 

“Pure folly,” her father grumbled, before letting loose a tired sigh. “But 
within this sacred valley, it should be safe enough, even now, in the dead of 
night.” He glared at Alex. “We are taking a hard look at these texts you dug 
up when we get back, Alex.” He then hurried to his own quarters to get 
kitted up, as did Liu Li, gazing at him so intently before shutting the door to 
her quarters with a smile. 


And before another quarter-hour had passed, Alex and his closest 
companions in the world were all peering intently at the sketching of the 
Shadow blossoms Alex had made with the sketchbook and magical brush 
Liu Li had solemnly lent him just moments before, when he had popped 
into his ring’s library, transferring all the notes of the plant and the formulae 
for making the Shadow aligned Meridian Rejuvenation Pill before popping 
back. 

"Most impressive," Liu Jian said. "It is fortunate indeed that an 
alchemist doesn't need affinity with all the elements he works with. Rather, 
he just needs the proper ingredients aligned to those affinities." 

Liu Li grinned, her eyes suddenly bright with hope. 

“Do you think it will work, Father?” 

He sighed thoughtfully. “Who knows? Either way, it can’t hurt to try.” 

And in very short order, they were enjoying the cool nighttime breeze, 
the air redolent with the scents of wildflowers and the refreshing tang of 
aromatic sap. Yet sharp optimism quickly transformed into mounting 
frustration as they continued to scour the area near their home, seeing no 
trace of any Shadow blossom. 

Then Alex’s eyes widened, catching the lopsided smile of a silver fox. 

“Liu Li!” He whispered, jutting forward with his free hand, the other 
holding the haft of his ji. “Look right there.” 

Liu Li gasped, her hands tightly clenched to her own boar spear. 
“Father, do you see that?” 

Her father frowned. “See what?” 

But the silver fox had already darted off, and Liu Li immediately 
sprinted after it, Alex just a heartbeat behind. 

“Slow down, you two! The sacred barrier ends just ahead!” 

But Liu Li, possessed by desperate hope, only increased her pace, Alex 
for once finding that he could keep stride. And the fox led them on a merry 
chase, forever just beyond their reach, until it finally stopped just beyond 
the outskirts of a brooding forest, some miles distant from their home. 

A panting Liu Li halted, quickly catching her breath, exchanging a look 
with Alex. 

The fox just stared at the pair before nodding solemnly once, then 
turning around and pointing, snout first, much like a hound, at something 
that shimmered with silvery darkness just beyond the front line of sentinel 
trees. 


It then turned to face Alex and Liu Li once more as a panting Liu Jian 
caught up. 

And Alex shivered, the unspoken message coming through loud and 
clear. 

The prize they sought was in sight, but these woods were not benign. 
They would have to make their choice, and the path they chose would be 
entirely their own. 

With a curious bob of its head, the fox seemed to fade into the gloom, 
disappearing entirely. 

“Alex. I think that’s it. That’s the plant we need. A Shadow blossom!” 

Alex swallowed. “But you understood that stare, right? It’s a double- 
edged gift. What we seek is before us, but, well, the woods might not be 
safe. Maybe it’s guarded?” 

Liu Li gave an angry shake of her head. “No. I refuse to cower from my 
own potential. I refuse to back down and accept mediocrity when all I need 
to show my patron is a little bit of courage, that I’m willing to dare what 
others are not and take the prize I would claim!” 

“Liu Li, wait. Alex is right...” But her father’s cry for caution had no 
effect. Liu Li had already raced past the trees just ahead, showing boldness 
worthy of any front-line warrior when she darted down, carefully shifting 
soil and plucking free her prize. A pristine flower of shadow with just a 
tinge of silver, though his friend had been careful to pluck free soil and 
roots and all. 

She flashed a fierce, triumphant smile, and not being so foolish as to 
linger, immediately darted back towards them. 

And the entire woods seemed to reverberate with a howl as massive red 
eyes opened in the depths of the wood. 

Liu Jian paled. “It’s a tiger spirit beast!” 

Alex swallowed, though his dexterous hands did exactly what they 
needed to, his ji blade now coated with a pale green sheen that seemed to 
shimmer in the air. “That’s bad, isn’t it?” 

“Run!” 
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lex's heart hammered with terror and battlefury both. As much as 

he wanted to turn tail and run, he saw Liu Jian standing his 

ground, the ground shimmering in a circle by his feet, desperately 
waiting for his sprinting daughter to make it back to them. 

Good. His mentor had made another protective ward. 

“Run, Alex! I doubt this barrier will hold off that beast any more than it 
did the boar!” The man scolded Alex who now stood beside him, but Alex 
just flashed a fierce grin of his own, refusing to run. 

His heart pounded as he caught sight of a frantically running Liu Li, 
feeling indescribable relief as she made it past the halfway mark. 

And that's when the roaring tiger sprang free of the foliage, and the 
undergrowth at Liu Li's feet immediately sprang to life, tangling her up in 
knots of grass and vine. 

Liu Li screamed in sudden panic. 

“No!” roared Liu Jian, racing forward in his furious panic, though the 
entire field was alive with madly twisting knots of greenery, just beyond 
Liu Jian’s ward. His eyes widened in mounting horror, and Alex knew 
exactly what he had to do. 

Pulling together the sum total of everything he had experienced on the 
training field just the other day, he compressed his desperate need, his 
furious resolve, into a single burst of explosive energy, one he refused to let 
go until he felt Qi tingle not just in his limbs, but over every inch of his 
body. 


Only then did he explode forward, suddenly by Liu Li’s side as the 
roaring tiger made his leap, paying no mind to the hostile greenery 
wrapping tightly about his feet. 

Bullrush successfully executed! You have achieved Novice standing in 
this discipline. 

Alex flashed a fierce smile as the snarling beast, outraged that he dared 
step between him and his prey, lashed out with his claws to bat away the 
fragile human weapon before crashing down upon Alex. 

"Adderstrike!" Alex screamed aloud, a crude attempt to further his Qi 
focus that worked perfectly as his suddenly glowing poison-covered 
weapon blasted through the massive paw that had been swatting through the 
air before plunging into the beast's chest. 

And that’s when the entire weight of the beast crashed into him, pinning 
Alex with its crushing weight. 

You have critically hit Greater Spirit Tiger. 

Three ribs broken. Left Ankle dislocated. You have lost 50% of your 
total health. 

And he accepted the horrific pain, the monster somehow still alive, 
despite the fangtian ji that had blasted through its chest. 

A single heartbeat and 10 further health lost, and Alex sensed that Liu 
Li was not touching Alex in any way. 

Good. 

With a vicious smile, he then embraced the power of his ring, flipping 
into its spatial dimension before flipping back a heartbeat later, just long 
enough for the beast to press against the ground, the burden it had been 
crushing suddenly gone. 

You have successfully prepared yourself for toxic immersion. No save 
versus inhalation needed. 

4 additional damage suffered from Tainted Spirit Beast blood. 

You are now 80% immune to all adverse effects of Tainted Spirit Beast 
blood. 

Before a human-sized mass suddenly popped back into existence, 
scooping out almost two hundred pounds worth of vital organs, bone, and 
muscle from the now dying monstrosity. 

And Alex blinked in and out again and again, his horrific lethal attack 
wrenching free additional flesh as the spirit beast's entire body seemed to 
collapse and cave in on itself. 


Two additional damage suffered from Tainted Spirit Beast blood. 

You are now 100% immune to all adverse effects of Tainted Spirit Beast 
blood. 

Greater Spirit Tiger slain. Experience earned! 

Until at last, with acid covered knife in hand, Alex found only ribs and 
extremely tough hide between him and freedom. His nemesis was no longer 
collapsing, and he was afraid of accidentally displacing portions of his 
friends, so he spent long moments just cutting himself free of his 
impromptu cage, grateful the ring displacement had allowed for an air 
pocket as well, glad that oxygen deprivation had never been an issue with 
the strange magic of his ring. 

It was an awed father and daughter who gazed at Alex as he finally 
broke free, his dagger having long since corroded, having signaled to them 
moments ago to stay back with a shout, using castling once more and the 
tension of the skin to force a hole he could completely crawl out of. 

“Alex!” Liu Li’s smile was like the heavens opening up above. His heart 
raced, captivated by just how beautiful she looked, tears of relief streaming 
down her dirt-stained cheeks, hair in disarray, freed fox ears quivering with 
emotion, gazing at him with awe. “You did it. I can’t believe you actually 
did it!” 

Alex couldn’t help grinning, for all that his cheeks flushed furiously. 
“There was no way in hell I was letting that thing take you down. Not if I 
could possibly help it.” 

And Alex felt a man’s pride with her father’s approving nod, and he was 
fiercely pleased to see that his mentor had only let terror freeze him for a 
moment, his spear also covered with the monster’s blood, his left hand still 
crackling with eldritch flame. 

When Alex stumbled free, crying out with the pain of his dislocated left 
ankle, he couldn’t help noting the vicious wounds upon the creature’s face, 
both eye sockets and most of its face seared of flesh, as if it had been struck 
by the most caustic of acids. 

Liu Jian’s work, Alex was sure. 

And suddenly both father and daughter were helping to support Alex, 
who paused only long enough to transfer the massive Demon Beast to his 
storage ring before they assisted him in hobbling back to safer territory just 
as fast as Alex could endure. 


Feeling the weight of so many deadly gazes peering at them from all 
directions, Alex found that he could endure quite a lot. 

And by the time they were within sight of their woodland home once 
more, all hostile gazes had long since slipped away, Alex sobbing with 
relief as well as pain. 

“That was just too close,” Liu Li said, after tending to a near-naked 
Alex, ankle reset and ribs tightly bandaged, for all that it had been slow 
torture for Alex to endure. 

“Tell me about it,” Alex chuckled, wincing with pain. Though when he 
felt the flood of potential flowing through him, he couldn’t help but grin 
with delight. 

His beautiful caregiver gave him a curious smile. “Why are you smiling 
so brightly, Alex?” 

Alex grinned. “Somehow, I’m sure that by tomorrow I’ll be a new 
man.” 

She chuckled softly. “Imperiling your life has put you on the verge of 
yet another breakthrough, has it?” 

He winked. “You could say that.” 

She gave a thoughtful nod. “The rush of combat, pitting my life like 
that, crazy as it may sound, I think I really have absorbed some of that 
creature’s essence, like the most skilled of cultivators are said to be able to 
do. My entire meridian network feels more... stable, somehow.” She 
chuckled softly. “Had we not been so close to peril, had you not rushed in 
like a hero out of legend, again, flawlessly using a technique that you had 
thought utterly beyond you, bracing for your foe’s tackling charge before 
Adderstriking it right in the chest as smoothly as any elite soldier...” she 
swallowed, looking away. 

“We almost got killed.” 

Alex nodded. “I know. But the choice was ours. And the Shadow 
blossom you had me plant in my garden will now forever be a part of your 
family inheritance, perhaps of use to your own future descendants, without 
having to come so close to death to make use of it.” 

She flashed a bemused smile. “A gift perhaps worthy of the duke 
himself, the lord and master of this entire principality, and the ten city-states 
within it. It would be fitting for a legendary plant never before seen beyond 
Silver Fox's own accounts to make its way to our duke's famous garden, a 


thousand pristine lotuses and Silverbell blossoms among the many exotic 
flowers filling his cultivating garden with purest Qi." 

Alex chuckled softly. “When you put it like that, maybe it was worth the 
crazy risk we took.” 

Her eyes positively twinkled. “And if you can really make it grow an 
entire season in a single night...” 

“More like a year in the richest sea of Heaven and Earth energy that you 
can imagine.” 

She smirked. “So modest.” 

“IT know, right?” 

She patted his cheek, gazing so tenderly down at him. “Goodnight, my 
champion.” 

“Goodnight, Liu Li. Just remember, if the room looks empty... please 
don’t come in.” 

She turned once, her captivating smile pinning him where he lay. 

“Thank you again, hero.” 

Alex chuckled softly as quiet darkness enveloped him once more, 
grateful he had convinced the pair to let him plant that priceless blossom in 
his garden as opposed to having only one shot at making a cure. Because 
fortunate outcome or no, had things gone just a bit more south, had his 
Adderstrike not pinned one of the beast’s limbs as it crashed down upon 
him... they could all have joined that greater spirit beast in death. 

Alex wasted no time, having several goals he hoped to accomplish 
before resting, for all that morning was already upon him. Once they sensed 
what he was up to, he had no doubt they would leave him alone until he 
emerged once more. 

First he closed his eyes, and visualized his tree-lined glade blossoming 
and growing with fecund life once more, early morning waxing to noon as 
the Silverbells doubled in volume yet again, thankful he had thought to 
incorporate the powerful spirit beast remains along with additional soil he 
had gathered, in order to assure his grand garden had the strongest 
foundation possible. 

But it was only when he sensed the Shadow blossom's fresh shoots 
bloom with life, five pristine plants where before there had only been one, 
that he felt content with the progress of his garden. 

He then entered the ring, heading directly to the garden, knowing time 
had instantly normalized to a 1/1 ratio. It was then that he seated himself 


upon the Qi-rich blossoms, the intense spiritual energy of the sacred garden. 
For it truly was sacred to Alex's mind, being in the heart of Silver Fox's 
divine artifact. Then he began to embrace his too-long neglected Dual Path 
Purification Technique, smiling in anticipation of what was to come. 

Do you wish to access Greater Spirit Beast Potency? 

Yes! Alex cried, every limb suddenly tingling with the flood of energy 
now coursing through him. It was all Alex could do to focus his efforts on 
breaking down the still massive blockages sealing his remaining gateways, 
SO great was the sheer rush of power roaring through his soul. 

But focus he did, awed once more as every Dual Path Purification 
breathing cycle seemed to have the power of an entire week’s worth of 
steady cultivation. So great was the flow of power that within a hundred 
breaths his Fourth Meridian Gateway was clear of all obstruction, his 
physical body flooded with brilliant Light Qi, with all the Dark Qi and a 
good portion of the unused Light Qi quickly stored inside his divine artifact. 

Your Greater Spirit Beast contains a Greater Spirit Core. Do you wish 
to harness this power ? 

Yes! 

And this time Alex couldn’t help but howl as fierce, wild power coursed 
through his soul. 

He understood then why the chance comments of Liu Li and her father 
over the past few weeks had made it clear that most cultivators considered 
using spirit beast cores directly to be madness, and highly destructive to all 
but the most well-trained or wild cultivators, the latter as much savage beast 
as they were man. For it truly was like being swept up on stormy, savage 
seas. 

But far from being perilous, he found the surge of power to be 
indescribably sweet, his Dual Path Purification technique absolutely perfect 
for processing and refining all the Dark Qi from the light, the wild energies 
released flashing with actual Wu Wei, so potent was the jewel-like core he 
had absorbed. For all that his body could only use it as the most exquisitely 
pure Qi, a tiny corner of Alex’s mind not flooded with the storm of 
cultivation took solace in knowing that no matter how powerful he one day 
became, absorbing beast cores would always help him ascend ever further 
up the steep path of cultivation before him. 

When the last of the spirit beast core had been absorbed, Alex finally 
came out of his cultivation trance, delighted to find that he was able to 


cultivate, even level up as well in his magical garden as he was the actual 
world beyond. 

With a deep sense of satisfaction, he found his Fifth Meridian Gate free 
of all impurities, his entire body naturally suffusing itself with Qi. He was 
now well beyond the halfway mark to ascending to Bronze, and he sensed it 
would be easier for him to use his Qi disciplines than ever before. 

And though he was, as of yet, completely unable to direct his personal 
growth, his body naturally taking on the strengths of a body cultivator, he 
still delighted in the incredible feelings of strength and potency flowing 
through him, spending a few moments breathing deep with his now 
uninjured ribs, leaping effortlessly from leg to leg in a series of spinning 
kicks, his ankle completely healed, his finesse and speed now exceeding 
90% of the population, even here in this wondrous realm. And his strength 
and vitality were beyond impressive. He was surprised to see the definition 
in his arms and legs. 

He was as cut as some of the best athletes of his former school had once 
been, those who had been as much about speed and power as brute strength. 
Indeed, his muscles seemed saturated with power he itched to try out, 
somehow sensing that he was already hitting a threshold with his physical 
body. At least, such was the case until he transcended to Bronze, but that 
was all conjecture. 

His body had taken on the strengths it had craved, but when an intently 
focused Alex had noticed a reserve of power as yet unclaimed, he 
immediately embraced it. 

Yet it had nothing to do with raw power, so much as knowledge. As 
aptitude. 

He found his mind immediately playing back to his use of Qi disciplines 
on the battlefield, both his Bullrush ability that had allowed him to dart 
across the treacherous squirming grass just as fast and effectively as Liu 
Jian had said, reveling in the memory of getting that one maneuver 
perfectly right, for the first and only time of his life so far. 

His mind also flickered to the dozens upon dozens of times he had 
successfully embraced Adderstrike, most especially his mastery of it using 
naught but his fists and shins, and the ji thrust that had pinned the Demon 
Beast’s limb to his chest, the blow so forceful it had actually managed to 
plunge past the creature’s ribs, though the dual axe heads had prevented it 
from plunging very deep, wedged as it had been by the pinned paw. 


Alex grinned. For creatures other than men, a spear with a wide, leaf- 
shaped blade was definitely better than a halberd-like polearm for thrusting. 
Inhuman beasts required a lot more meat to penetrate before hitting a vital 
organ than an upright man did, after all. 

Alex was already comfortable in his knowledge of Adderstrike, reveling 
in how well he could already use it. And if there was even more that he 
could do with it, and he could somehow sense in that moment of delicious 
possibility that there truly was, he might be able to use that Qi power in 
devastating, unorthodox ways, as befit a true master of the discipline. 

Yet as tempting as pursuing that path was, he forced himself to look 
beyond his immediate hunger for mastery, recalling both in his history 
lessons and his personal experience, desperate to save Liu Li when it was 
almost too late, that perhaps nothing was so important as _ battlefield 
mobility. 

So he visualized his Bullrush maneuver again and again, that one 
moment of perfection that had allowed him to dart across the field so fast 
the grass had no chance to latch onto him, re-imagining his training session 
with Liu Jian once more, only this time able to make full use of the skill. 

And how his mentor had commended him, before pushing Alex to use 
his odd rushing ability with ever greater finesse. 

The old man had laughed, a twinkle in his eye. "Try harder, Alex. I don't 
care if this is just a dream we share or a commitment to myself on the 
morrow, but I'm going to push you until you can maneuver with the very 
best of them. And that's a promise!" 

Alex laughed in their shared dream. “Or I’m never eating dinner again, 
right?” 

The old man had smirked. “Shut up and strike that target!” 

Alex’s eyes widened, looking at the lifelike targets of clay, covered in 
bronze armor. The closest one was a good 25 feet away. 

“Now!” 

Alex grinned, immediately summoning forth his Qi, feeling it saturate 
every iota of his body before launching forth, somehow completing an 
entire charge in an eyeblink, shield bashing a target five feet beyond the 
supposed maximum range of the art, before lashing out with his unarmored 
fist with an Adderstrike so well focused that the bronze breastplate donning 
the training dummy crumpled under the blow. And though his newly 
enhanced strength made a difference, his Qi discipline meant his arm was 


immune to damage for that split second, his knuckles not even bruised by 
the blow. 


Alex Hammer 
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hen Alex woke up, it was with a groan. 
After the intensity of his dreams last night, he was 


surprised to find himself feeling strangely off, a tad bit dizzy, 
and utterly famished. 

He let loose a dry, painful chuckle, immediately summoning forth some 
of his stored water. 

Eyes widening when the ring gave him nothing. 

He groaned, not quite sure what to make of it, before his gaze settled 
with gratitude upon the pitcher of water left on the stand by his bed, 
drinking his fill and summoning some of his stored rations. 

He blinked with surprise when all he brought forth was a single pastry 
he had offhandedly stored months ago, still edible, if not as fresh as he 
thought it should have been. 

“What the hell?” Now feeling genuine panic, he slipped back into his 
ring, desperate to find out what was going on. 

Chuckling softly when terror turned to rue, all becoming instantly clear 
after dashing from empty storerooms and water cisterns to his wondrous 
garden, a gentle mist falling at that very moment, and he couldn't help 
gazing up at the glorious sun of Dark Qi and Silverbells, sensing that his 
almost sentient tree-lined glade within his ring had made use of all the food 
and water he had in storage for its own ends. And how could he blame it? 
His own edict had been that no matter what, the garden was to grow only 
using the materials he brought in, and despite his best efforts, the massive 
quantity of fresh forest loam had not been enough to support the wondrous 


garden now stretching off for quite a ways. Thousands of pounds of spirit 
beast meat saturated in wild Qi and the vast reserves of water he had stored, 
dipping his ring into the purest of streams had, however, suited his 
miniature forest quite well. 

He shook his head, realizing it was his own fault, and that as soon as he 
alleviated the terrible hunger devouring him from within, he'd spend the rest 
of the day gathering soil and water both. At least the massive influx of Dark 
Qi from his own meridians, as well as from the spirit beast and its potent 
core, meant that his reserves were even greater than they had been before. 

And by the time he realized he really should have taken a basketful of 
his own apples, he was back in his room once more, Master Liu himself 
opening the door, and Alex was reminded once more of how famished he 
was, suddenly terrified the man would push him past the point of 
exhaustion, refusing to feed Alex until he had trained the entire day away. 

Alex immediately bowed his head. “Forgive me, Master, but this one 
must eat before he dares train further.” Alex swallowed, knowing how rigid 
Liu Jian was in terms of pushing Alex beyond his limits, offering to revert 
to his more merciful self the moment Alex was willing to surrender his 
dreams of becoming a master cultivator. He swallowed, still not daring to 
look up. “It is not that my resolve has weakened, it’s just that—” 

“—_Of course, Alex. Eat. Liu Li has prepared a feast of freshly cooked 
spirit beast meat for you.” 

Alex blinked. “You mean I don’t have to... oh.” 

His mentor chuckled dryly. “Embracing the bitter is one thing, Alex. 
But you’re a natural body cultivator who has just cleared not one but two 
meridian gateways, if I’m not mistaken.” His eyes had actually widened as 
his natural teacher’s sense kicked in. He shook his head. “Remarkable. But 
at this point, nothing you do should surprise me.” His gaze tured critical. 
“And you’ve put on a considerable amount of muscle. Your body is pushing 
itself too hard without the sustenance to keep up. This is actually a 
dangerous time for you, Alex. You need to eat immediately, so your body 
has the sustenance it needs to truly blossom without risk of injuring 
yourself or potentially stunting your considerable potential.” 

He tilted his head. “Yet I’m surprised you haven’t made use of your 
extensive food reserves.” 

Alex had the grace to flush. “About that.” He swallowed. “Um... you 
see, regrettably, it looks like we're going to have to go hunting again, pretty 


soon." 

Liu Jian’s gaze hardened. “We were trusting you with the supplies, 
Alex. All save that which we already packed away in our house’s storage 
container.” 

Alex winced. “I know, Master, and I apologize.” 

“What happened?” 

Alex grimaced. “My garden. It sort of, well... ate it.” 

Liu Jian's eyes widened. "Ate it?" 

Alex nodded. “My garden’s been growing. A lot. The soil I’ve been 
supplying it hasn’t been enough. It took all my food and water reserves for 
its own use.” 

His mentor blinked. “Really.” 

Alex nodded. 

“Fascinating! I don’t suppose...” 

Alex nodded. “We now have five Shadow blossoms.” 

"Excellent! Now go eat, Alex. We'll talk more when you've achieved 
equilibrium with your new, improved body. Then, Alex, you and I will do 
everything we can to make your sacred tome's Meridian Rejuvenation Elixir 
a reality.” 

Alex nodded. “I look forward, Master Liu.” 

And before he knew it, Alex found himself seated at the grand dining 
table the three of them ate at every day, feasting upon flank steak, ribs, and 
cutlets with a myriad different seasonings and dipping sauces, all washed 
down with chilled well-water. It was the most delicious meal Alex could 
ever recall eating. 

He rubbed his full belly a good hour later, gazing contentedly at the 
ravages of his feast. 

“A meal fit for a king,” he declared to a grinning Liu Li who had hardly 
eaten a bite, though she had seemed to take inordinate pleasure in watching 
him eat. 

“I’m glad you think so. Father said you had actually managed to ascend 
another rank, so I knew you’d probably be famished, your frame even more 
powerful than before.” 

She flashed a teasing smile. “Now your arms are actually beginning to 
look worthy of a soldier. Or perhaps an enlisted boy, at least. Maybe a 
peasant farmer who actually worked for a living. Not quite the sad, scrawny 
noodle of a boy you were when I first laid eyes on you.” 


Alex winced. “I had been rather lean, I know, compared to most of you. 
But still, I was actually considered athletic, back home.” 

She arched her brow. “Then you must come from an unusually weak 
tribe. I’m surprised you weren’t all conquered long ago.” 

“Oh, we had tools to compensate for that,” he said, “but you’re right. 
We certainly weren’t as muscular as some of our ancestors, though we 
aren’t that bad, really.” 

She gave a satisfied nod. “Whatever the case may be, the cultivating life 
certainly agrees with you, Alex. You always had fine features, but now I 
wouldn’t be surprised if you get a lot more admiring looks than you used 
to.” 

Alex frowned. “Why, exactly? Just because my shoulders are a little bit 
larger?” 

“No, Alex. I mean, it’s more than that. It’s how you carry yourself. The 
confidence in your gaze. You used to look like a frightened boy. A cute boy, 
maybe, or cute for a foreigner, but you seemed more like a frightened 
animal than anything else.” 

Alex winced at those words. 

She grinned. “But now you look like a man who can take care of 
himself and protect the ones he loves. Now, Alex, you radiate strength. And 
in a world as dangerous as this one, a girl will instinctively find herself 
drawn to a man she thinks can protect her and the family they might one 
day share.” 

Alex felt his cheeks flush under her considering gaze. “I think all girls 
in all worlds want a man who can take care of them,” he said at last. “Just 
like I think any guy would want a girl who desires them and will be loyal to 
them. I mean, isn’t that what everyone wants?” 

She shrugged. “All I’m saying is don’t be surprised if you get a lot more 
appraising glances from Father’s customers when we get home. Once word 
gets out that you’re a cultivator, you might even find bolder women, or 
perhaps, more desperate women, who will make it clear that they are open 
to courting.” 

Alex blinked. “Really.” 

She grinned. "Of course, you'll earn any number of angry looks from 
men outraged that a Ruidian actually has the ability to cultivate. Better 
expect lots of challenges, and from men who want to maim or kill you more 
than they want to beat you." 


Alex paled as her grin turned to laughter. 

"But don't worry. Once you ascend to Bronze, the rabble won't dare to 
challenge you. Only the truly skilled and deadly. Of course, by that time 
you might just be cultivating at Dragon Temple and your life will be filled 
with trials and challenges just trying to survive, so you'll have little time for 
romance." 

Alex nodded. “I recall what your father said. The trials for new 
applicants start in a few months, right?” 

She nodded solemnly, serious once more. "All jokes aside, Alex, there is 
a wealth of knowledge and opportunity at Dragon Academy, and at any 
other cultivation school in the empire. Young cultivators fight with 
everything they have for a chance to benefit from the opportunities within. 
Father assures me the trials aren't easy, and only those with true potential 
are accepted. And to actually transcend the ranks of outer initiate and gain 
access to individual instructors, the library, and all the resources within, you 
have to ascend or be just a half-step away from Bronze, or earn your place 
by martial combat." 

Alex nodded, filled with a curious mixture of exhilaration and dread. He 
had no doubt that even seeking the right to participate in the trials would 
raise more than a few eyebrows and be very difficult, given his heritage. At 
the very least, he should expect having to prove himself in the arena of 
combat if he was to get any acknowledgment at all, let alone be accepted as 
a student at such a prestigious school. But failure was only guaranteed if he 
lacked the courage to try. 

“T already guessed it wouldn’t be easy.” 

She smiled. "I can tell you already have your heart set on going, for all 
that I wouldn't be caught dead there, so obvious is their contempt for my 
kind, after what they did to my mother..." 

Alex bowed his head, having the grace not to pry. 

“Anyway, it’s fine if you go, Alex. Pry all the secrets you can from 
those bastards.” Her jade eyes positively twinkled. “And share them with 
me.” 

He couldn’t help grinning back. “You know I will. But first, there’s 
something else I need to work on. Is your father in the lab?” 

She solemnly nodded, unable to hide the desperate hope in her eyes. "I 
pray this works, Alex. If it didn't torment me to watch, I'd be right there 
with you." 


Alex nodded, understanding already why she wasn't there, mastering the 
formula herself. Right now, with her very future on the line, it was way too 
personal. And since she wasn't a Bronze, yet, with no control over the 
elements an Alchemist must master, all she could do was watch, the 
pressure of her regard an added stressor they would do well to avoid. 

But her hopeful gaze was a weight he felt all the way to the apothecary 
in back, for all that he was filled with nervous energy when he met the gaze 
of his mentor, the man’s grateful, almost relieved smile when Alex handed 
him a single perfect Shadow blossom. A balm to his worried soul. 

“No, no, no!” Alex’s gut knotted with anxiety as Master Liu desperately 
sought to balance the Qi elements in the infusion. He could see the sweat 
dripping freely from the man’s brow as he tried for the fourth time to 
balance all the elements just so... knowing how vital it was to get 
everything right if his daughter was to have any hope of recovery... 

Only to abruptly shove Alex back from the marble table before leaping 
past the ward chiseled into the stone floor as the entire concoction began to 
boil and froth before suddenly exploding. 

Despairing eyes met Alex’s own. 

“T’ve been studying this formula since the day you handed it to me. I 
have perfected all the steps! But even with perfect control, pouring Fire, 
Earth, and even Metal Qi into the brew, it still refuses to stabilize. We have 
wasted an entire Shadow blossom on pure futility!" 

The old man gave an angry, frustrated shake of his head. "I can tell your 
formula is correct. I can feel the incredible potential of it! But only a Gold- 
ranked alchemist could possibly hope to stabilize this brew!" 

Alex swallowed, clenching his fists. “Please don’t tell me we’re giving 


up.” 

His mentor gave an angry shake of his head. “Of course not, Alex. But I 
need to rest. To meditate. To regain my equilibrium. Perhaps in a few 
days...” He sighed and shook his head, an invisible weight upon his 
shoulders as he went off to give his daughter the bad news. 

Alex could only imagine how devastated she would be. 

He gazed down at his ring, knowing what he had to do, and with water 
cisterns refilled once more, he was determined not to leave until he had 
accomplished his goal. 

He would take all the insights he had gained, watching Master Liu’s 
careful failures, and see if he could pull success from the jaws of defeat. 


First, he gazed at the instructions he had copied, going over the entire 
procedure in his head. 

But something was wrong. 

He could tell that already, without even using ingredients from his Qi- 
infused garden. 

He scratched his head, entering his ring to study WiFu’s tomes once 
more. 

Eyes widening as he saw the discrepancies, how the tomes accounted 
for hyper-stable five elemental formulations, and how Alex’s copy, covered 
with his mentor’s notes, was trying to adapt the formula in a way other 
alchemists could use it, those who had affinities to Fire, Metal, and Earth if 
they were truly gifted. 

It was as if Alex’s copy was limited to Liu Jian’s capacity. He shivered, 
wondering if he had been mistaken in his translation, or if the diacritical 
marks had somehow shifted crucial meanings around. 

He frowned, making a second copy of the directions, one he intended to 
use himself. 

He blinked. 

Now they were a perfect copy. 

Alex rubbed his brow, not quite sure what to make of it all, but 
determined to do what he could for the girl whose cheerful, carefree smile 
he would do anything to see again. 

Within minutes he had all his ingredients ready, his spiral of elementally 
sorted Qi shimmering rainbow lights that skittered across the magnificent 
lab he had been steadily improving upon in the heart of his ring, and with 
steady hands and a racing heart, he got to work. 

His anxiety only grew when batch after batch failed him, his supplies 
dwindling, until at last, he achieved success. 

Congratulations! You have discovered Unorthodox Shadow Meridian 
Rejuvenation Elixir! This formula is specifically designed to heal meridians 
with a Fire/Earth/Metal/Shadow series of affinities. This elixir will have 
only modest success repairing damage to meridians of any other elemental 
alignment. 

Alex gave a relieved nod, the terrible knot in his gut at last easing. 

For this was the last batch he could make, leaving only the strongest, 
most fertile Shadow blossom untouched, having sacrificed every other in a 


desperate bid to master this formula, until at last his sense of the ideal flow 
of Qi elements resonated perfectly within his mind. 

Had he failed this batch, he would have had to wait until he had grown 
an entire fresh harvest of Shadow blossoms, and his epiphany would have 
long since left, forcing him to start again from scratch. 

But now, both the formula and the complex flows of power needed at 
just the right moments were all unified in his understanding of the elixir's 
manufacture. 

Should more doses be needed, he was confident that he could replicate 
the feat. 

Or so he hoped. 


WHEN HE POPPED into existence once more and proceeded with anxious 
steps to Liu Li’s room, he heard the sound of quiet sobs drifting through the 
hallway. Alex swallowed, careful not to squeeze the priceless flask he held 
in his hand, slowly knocking on her bedroom door. 

“Please, not now, Father. I can endure no more lectures!” whispered the 
voice beyond. 

Alex cleared his throat. “Liu Li? It’s me.” 

The door immediately opened, jade green eyes reddened by too many 
tears fastened upon his own. Her breath suddenly quickened. She 
swallowed. 

"Alex. The way you're staring at me, that stupid cocky smile, did you 
actually manage to..."" She shook her head. "Please, whatever you do, don't 
toy with me, Alex. I couldn't bear it!" 

He solemnly clasped her hand, placing the elixir within. “Whatever you 
do, don’t drop it.” 

She flashed a desperate smile, wrapping him up in a fierce hug. 

“Come. No time to waste. Let's get this to Father right away. I know 
he'll want to examine it first. And then, Alex..." She flashed a hopeful 
smile. "And then we'll see." 
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silvery-dark liquid within. "I can get no read on it. At all." He 

sighed, shaking his head. "The element of Shadow is utterly 
beyond me, I'm afraid. My treatises and manuals don't even acknowledge 
its existence!” 

Pained eyes gazed into Liu Li's own. "You know how desperately I want 
to help you, my child. But this is an unknown, untested formula designed 
by a young man we both admire, but who didn't know the first thing about 
compounding even mundane elixirs until a bare handful of months ago! 
And now? Now I fear terribly for you. I can get no sense of its efficacy, or 
even its safety." 

Liu Li paled. Grimacing like it pained her, she was forced to nod. “T... 
you’re right, Father. I know you are. But after all we risked to get this far, 
after facing and surviving Silver Fox’s own trial, I have to believe there was 
a point to all that. I have to believe this will work!” 

Her father sighed. "I know, daughter. But I have no way to judge this 
elixir's potency or, well, safety." 

Alex nodded. "A fair point. To tell you the truth, I'm still not quite sure 
how to judge the potency of my elixirs versus another alchemist's 
formulations. At least not the Qi-enhanced ones belonging to the realm of 
true alchemy." 

He then handed the man his most recent Unorthodox Qi Cultivation 
Elixir. "I had handed you one of these before, but you had returned it to me 
when the demands of the moment got the better of us. Perhaps now is an 


| er father frowned at the vial, wizened eyes peering carefully at the 


ideal time to analyze it. Determine its safety and efficacy, and judge my 
work accordingly." 


THE OLDER ALCHEMIST FROWNED, before giving Alex a curt nod. “Not a bad 
idea, Alex. Not bad at all.” He then grabbed both potions and headed back 
down to the lab. 

Alex grinned, making his way toward the hidden entrance and the 
training yard beyond. 

Liu Li gave him a surprised look. “Where are you going?” 

"To train. I feel like I've been locked away in our home or deep inside 
my ring for days. I could use some fresh air. And frankly, the thought of 
waiting around with a knot in my stomach while your father examines my 
work? I'd rather burn that pressure off with a good workout. Like your 
father said, it's important that I get a sense of my body’s strengths, now that 
I’ve ranked up yet again.” 

Liu Li grinned. “Sounds like a plan. Kit up, Alex, we’re going to spar.” 

Alex blinked. His beautiful friend rolled her eyes. "Just because my 
meridians were damaged doesn't make me a cripple. I can work out and 
spar as well as I ever could. I just have to hold off on using Adderstrike or 
any other Qi discipline, and I never needed that to defeat you before." 

Alex chuckled. “Fair point.” And before Alex knew it, he was fully 
kitted up and facing off against his friend in the practice field, feeling the 
same rush of excitement he did whenever they had sparred before. 

Only now, he felt lighter on his feet than he ever had before. 

He was no better at reading her feints and tells than he had been prior, 
for Liu Li was a fearsomely skilled fighter, but the moment she committed 
with her sparring ji, snapping down with the head as she aimed for a quick 
stunning string against his temple, he had already shifted his weight and 
stance, sliding forward as he trapped her ji with his own before pivoting and 
twisting his hips and disarming her, grinning as he brought the butt of his 
weapon up for what would be a light tap on her chest yet signify a deadly 
blow, before frowning down at the gladius now resting against his crotch. 

Liu Li grinned as he chuckled ruefully. “Femoral artery sliced open, and 
you’re dead before I am. You’re getting better, Alex. You’ve never been this 
fast before, or this light on your feet. You aren’t just strong compared to the 
scrawny boy you were. You’re strong, period.” 


She winked. “But you still have quite a ways to go before you can take 
fighting me for granted.” 

Alex bowed his head. “You’re right. As always.” 

He winced when she cracked her reclaimed ji against his head. “Honor 
among duelists is fine, but don’t you dare take your eyes of your foe during 
battle, Alex!” 

He chuckled again, this time keeping his eyes on his target, noting her 
shifts in stance and balance, and when she lunged with her ji once more, he 
was ready, warding her thrust and closing, but she was already spinning off 
her back foot, bringing her polearm around with an abrupt shout, her 
graceful movements adding tremendous power to her fearsome swing and 
allowing her to keep out of range just long enough for her weapon to smash 
into a grunting Alex just a heartbeat before he could close. 

Though he twisted to parry just in time, Liu Li had already pivoted and 
spun, and Alex felt powerful arms jerk him off balance from behind as he 
was hip-tossed onto the ground, her gladius resting against his armored 
neck. 

He flushed. “That maneuver left you wide open. The only reason that 
worked is because you knew I was going to close, and I was too damn 
cautious to charge in with a thrust.” 

She nodded. “Because I’m skilled enough to read my opponent.” 

He chuckled ruefully. “That you are. I guess I have a hell of a long ways 
to go before I can best you.” 

She nodded as they separated and braced their weapons once more. 

“The reason I’m besting you so easily right now is because Father’s 
been focused almost exclusively on teaching you Qi disciplines, so you’re 
already out of practice reading my moves. You’ve only been training for a 
handful of months, whereas I have for years. So, what you can all too easily 
forget is seared into my brain for life.” 

She chuckled at his crestfallen expression. “Actually, you’ve hardly lost 
your edge at all, and the minute hesitations and awkward shifts in balance I 
try to take advantage of are a result of powering up so quickly, not any 
degradation of your skills. 

“Truth is, every time we sparred before, I’ve been holding back. A lot.” 
Her grin turned to a wry smirk. “And now I see that I don’t have to any 
more. Once you’ve fully mastered your strength and speed, you’ll be a 


fearsome opponent even those outer initiates almost certain to make Bronze 
at the temple would be fools to underestimate. 

“And Father is teaching you powerful tools, Alex. I don’t think you 
realize quite how powerful they are, even if they have no elemental affinity. 
With them, you have a hard-to-beat pair of trump cards. But you’d be a fool 
to show them off unnecessarily, especially at Dragon Temple, lest your 
future opponents get your measure before you’re ready to face them. Best 
you only use them when you’re at your peak as a student, ready to duel for 
prime cultivation spots, assuring you at least a few seasons of pristine 
growth. Or, if you're really smart, never show them off at all, till you're in a 
life or death battle and really need them." 

Alex flashed dark smile. “And dead men tell no tales.” 

“Exactly!” she said before charging forward. 

But this time Alex was ready, twisting to the side and forcing her 
weapon off line. He then feinted a strike to her head with the butt end of his 
polearm while arching the ball of his left foot, cocking his hips, and lashing 
out with his right leg in a powerful angle kick he kept utterly free of Qi. 

If anything, his shin strike was far weaker than he was capable of 
delivering, so conscientious he was about not triggering what had become 
for him an almost automatic Adderstrike. 

But it was enough to make her stumble, aimed as it had been for the 
back of her knee. And this time it was his blunt training gladius gently 
gliding across the metal links of her neck guard. 

She chuckled softly. “Well done.” 

He grimaced. “Actually, I’m ashamed.” 

“Why?” 

“That kick. It would have been so easy to Adderstrike with that blow. I 
almost...” 

She smiled up at him, patting his cheek. “Stop it. You didn’t. You’re 
learning control. You’|l need to have it when dueling, or in battle. I trust 
you won’t actually hurt me, Alex, and so far, you’ve measured up to that 
trust. I hope you feel the same about me.” 

He nodded. 

“Good.” She cracked her neck, pointing at the far end of the training 
field. “The sparring was fun. But now it’s time you worked on those trump 
moves father showed you some more. Why don’t you show me what you 
can do?” 


Alex blinked, feeling a cold chill. The clay mannequins covered in 
ancient bronze armor were just as he had envisioned them in his dream. 

She gazed at him curiously. “What’s wrong?” 

He just shook his head, equipping the shield she gave him. 

She frowned, peering at the targets. “Father told me you still haven't 
gotten the knack of this maneuver yet. It's fine, Alex. But you still have to 
get a little bit closer, then..." 

But Alex was already in motion. 

Bullrush! 

Crashing against the bronze mannequin suddenly before him. 

Adderstrike! 

His fist lashing out with bone-shattering force a heartbeat later, caving 
in the hardened bronze breastplate, just like he had in his dream. 

Adderstrike! 

But this time he did not bother drawing his blade, instead raising his 
shield, rotating his hips, and lashing out with a low angle kick that blasted 
completely through the dummy’s leg, wood shattering as it toppled over. 

And Alex was already moving, weaving and dodging, his fists and shins 
devastating the handful of armored mannequins he had charged into. 

And when he had but 2 Qi points left, he spun around, mimed pivoting 
his shield behind him to ward any final blows, and Bullrushed right back to 
his starting point... before stumbling to the ground, face first, eating dirt. 

Liu Li laughed at the sight. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or 
amused!” 

Alex grinned. “And I still have 1 Qi point left! How’s that for hit and 
run? Even though your father’s Bullrush power is great for charging, it can 
also be used to retreat! Only problem is, well, I sort of toppled over.” 

Liu Li smirked. “That is sort of a problem.” 

“But the potential!” Alex enthused. “I can just feel it.” 

She gazed archly at the brutalized mannequins. “So can they.” 

She furrowed her brow, peering intently at mannequins he had blasted 
through with what he would always think of as his Muay Thai roundhouse 
kicks, for all that Golden Realms Kung Fu used the exact same strike. 

Liu Li paled at the crumpled bronze thigh guards and shattered wood. 
“Remember when we were talking earlier about absolute trust in our 
partners?” 

Alex nodded. 


She grimaced. “Yeah, how about I just trust you not to kick me at all, 
okay? I owe you my life, hero, but the thought of you losing control for 
even a split second...” she shuddered. “Seriously, Alex, we’re sticking with 
ji at close range and Dao practice for now on.” 

He blinked. “Why’s that?” 

She grinned. "Because unless you’re spearing with it or attacking in 
formation, we duel with ji like quarterstaffs with hooks we can trip each 
other up with. All the motions are circular. Just like when fighting with the 
dao. You can thrust, of course, but we'll focus on the cut. Father didn't teach 
you any techniques for power slashes or cutting through any obstacle, only 
how to thrust with extreme force.” 

Alex nodded. Of course, when he thought about how he pivoted and 
swung his hips for massive rotational power when he delivered his 
roundhouse kicks, summoning the power of Adderstrike only at the last 
instant to blast forward with his shin, how did he ever manage to convince 
himself it was any sort of ‘straight line’ attack? 

He shook his head. Best not to think about it too closely, lest he botch 
the very technique he was working so hard to master. 

She smirked. “And we won’t even talk about your kicks blasting 
through father’s armored dummies. We won’t say a damned word, though I 
bet your patron’s spirit is having a merry chuckle somewhere, flaunting 
your odd twisting of Qi disciplines to all the grumbling gods in council.” 

Alex laughed, perked up by Liu Li's beautiful smile, and not 
discouraged by his glorious slide through the dirt in the least. And after a 
handful of minutes Dual Path Cultivating until his meridians were once 
more flooded with Qi re-infusing his body, he began practicing Bullrush 
with zeal, having a specific goal in mind. 

Right now, his goal wasn’t maximum distance or smashing into his foes, 
but rather a controlled pivoting maneuver, to at least see if he could dash 20 
or 25 feet in the blink of an eye without needing to ram into a target or 
flopping flat on his face. 

And every time he failed, eating dirt and mud, Liu Li’s golden laughter 
would inspire him to do it over and over again. 

Until their shadows shrank under the noonday sun, and Alex finally got 
it right. 

Bullrush! 


20 feet crossed in the blink of an eye. And though his thighs burned for 
a couple moments, Alex stood firm, only stumbling forward a single step 
before turning around, allowing his Qi to flood his body entire once more 
before propelling himself 20 feet at an angle to his first charge, this time not 
even needing to stumble a single step forward, completely bracing himself 
on powerful thighs that seemed to revel in the burn of a good workout. 

By the time another hour had passed, he was able to shift the distance 
from between 15 and 27 feet and keep his balance 9 times out of 10, and 
was sure that with further practice, he would gain even more control and 
range. 

Now, the question was what he could do with this newfound talent. 

He grinned as he took up mace and shield from the rack of training 
weapons. 

Liu Li gave a curious look at the combination. “We haven’t even gone 
over mace, yet. Damn good choice against fully armored foes, though.” 

He grinned. “I have an idea, and this lets me see if I can strike with 
force. And should I fall on my face I won’t kill myself.” 

She smiled. “Always a good idea to avoid fatally falling on your own 
weapons.” 

Alex grinned, enlisting her help in setting up several targets on the 
softest, loamiest part of the grass, with plenty of field between them. 

Bullrush! 

Alex blinked, taking only an instant to orient himself as his burning 
thighs absorbed the sudden shifts in motion and inertia before stepping back 
and twisting his hips, lashing out with his mace in a wide arc, his shield 
spinning in tandem, protecting his line and ready to knock any opposing 
weapon out of the way. 

Only to stumble around, completely missing everything, Liu Li’s 
laughter washing over him once more. 

He frowned, doing his best to figure out what he had done wrong. 

Before repeating the maneuver again, once more stepping back and 
pivoting around just as fast as he could. 

This time his mace went flying as he managed to crash shield against 
his dummy’s helm, his own mace-holding fist smacking the rim of the 
shield, leaving him both embarrassed and in pain. 

Liu Li’s laughter only increased. 


“All right, Alex. Humility first. Let me show you the basics of how best 
to swing your weapon, wrapping your mace around your opponent’s shield 
to strike him in the small of the back, shattering his spine if you know the 
technique of overreaching and whipping your arm around his defenses. And 
that target right there’s a great place to start. But if you’re going for 
spinning blows, best you practice pivoting and turning and striking the 
target already behind you before adding in any fancy maneuvers.” 

A flushing Alex gave a sheepish grin. “I was just hoping that, you 
know...” 

“Endless glory and success with every new technique you try? Sorry, 
hero, real life doesn’t work that way. Now your grip is good, but you want 
to lash out with the mace using your hips, shoulder, and upper arm. Your 
wrist and forearm are flowing with the blow. Very different from fencing 
with the dao, jian, or gladius.” 

Alex nodded, following her lead as she took up a practice mace and 
showed him first how to swing it for maximum effectiveness while keeping 
his balance, and most importantly with any top-heavy one-handed weapon, 
how best to use his shield in concert. She also showed him where and when 
it was best to deliver short snapping kicks, while making it very clear he 
wasn't to imitate those lessons, save on the dummy. 

And by the time Alex had resigned himself to the fact that he needed to 
master these basics before he tried incorporating any exotic new Qi 
disciplines with them, it had already grown late, and Liu Li was for calling 
it a night. 

“You really accomplished a lot today, Alex, and you hardly whined for 
rest breaks like you used to.” 

Her smile made his heart skip. 

“T have to say, I’m impressed.” Then her bemused gaze turned serious. 
“Honestly, I haven’t said a word because I’ve been so worried, but, well, I 
think we better check on Father and see what the status is of those elixirs 
you made. Don’t you?” 

Alex swallowed and nodded, feeling a sudden surge of anxious 
uncertainty himself. 

His interface had stubbornly refused to compare either elixir with 
anything he had seen or witnessed before, defining them as incompatible 
comparisons. So he didn’t know what to expect either. For all they knew, 


her father was desperately trying to salvage something useful from Alex’s 
experiments. 
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head to the apothecary, going in tandem as if for mutual support, 
the hour had grown late indeed. 

Alex’s anxiety only grew. 

When they knocked on the door, Liu Jian didn’t pull it open with 
impatient eyes, outraged at their interruption, or ebullient with the glow of 
success. 

Much to both their surprise, he didn’t answer at all. 

Alex turned to his companion. “What does it mean?” 

She twirled a curl of her silken hair thoughtfully. "It means that your 
concoction is so strange or so difficult to work with that he's lost track of 
time altogether." She flashed a wry smile. "And we both know better than to 
interrupt an alchemist struggling to recoup lost silver. A confrontation can 
become positively explosive." 

Alex’s brows widened. “Do you think he’s mad at me?” 

She shook her head. “In situations like these, there’s only one thing we 
can do.” 

“What’s that?” he asked. 

She grinned. 

“Go to bed and get a good night’s sleep. I'll see you in the morning, 
Alex. I’m sure everything will be fine.” 

And Alex did just that, exhaustion draining him of all worry and care 
the moment his head caressed the soft downy pillows of his bed. 


B y the time they freshened themselves before meeting up again to 


TO BE WOKEN up by the chill touch of a man who could kill him with a 
whisper. 

Or so he thought when he gazed into Master Liu’s eyes, the man’s 
demeanor different than it had ever been before. 

“Did you know?” 

Alex froze, suddenly terrified of saying the wrong thing. 

“Know what?” he asked at last. 

Liu Jian gazed at him for long moments that stretched endlessly, before 
at last giving the tiniest of nods. “Come, Alex. There is something I want to 
show you.” 

With those words, he led an increasingly curious Alex back to his 
laboratory where he spotted the flasks he had used to store his rejuvenation 
and purification elixirs. Beside them were a score of other flasks, each 
holding a measured amount of solution that looked exactly like what Alex 
had made just the other day. 

Alex furrowed his brow. “Master?” 

The man then picked up one of the smaller flasks and a pearlescent pill 
that radiated a wholesome sort of aura. Alex’s eyes widened. He suddenly 
hungered for that pill. 

The old man smirked. “Do you understand what you’re seeing?” 

Alex swallowed. “Is that one of your cultivation pills, sir? It smells 
absolutely divine.” 

The older man chuckled. “As well it should. It’s a masterwork cycling 
pill. So powerful is the flow of Qi it enhances that it would help any Bronze 
break through to the next rank after a single night’s cultivation, and would 
even serve to strengthen a Silver’s meridian pathways, achieving 
heightened affinity with his Inner Core.” He flashed a bemused smile. “I 
certainly wouldn’t recommend it in someone who hasn’t broken through to 
Bronze and mastered a cycling technique appropriate to their proclivities 
and elements. But for virtually anyone else, up to and including any city 
lord... these pills are among the most highly valued of all my creations.” 

Alex swallowed. Beyond impressed. “Are you saying that one day, if I 
keep practicing, you might find me worthy of teaching the secrets behind 
the manufacture of these pills?" 

Alex immediately paled under the man’s glare. “Do you know what 
you’re even asking, boy? The right to become my sworn disciple? To learn 
my greatest secrets as my chosen protege?” The man snorted. “And of 


course, you have no idea of just how costly this single masterwork cycling 
pill was to forge.” His gaze hardened. “The entirety of my share of Qi- 
enhanced blossoms that you managed to harvest, at great peril to all our 
lives, went into forging this pill. A gift fit for a city lord!” 

He sighed and shook his head. “By comparison, the Enhanced 
Purification pills Elder Ying insisted upon were an afterthought.” 

Alex lowered his head. “This one apologizes for his presumptuousness.” 

A soft chuckle pulled Alex out of his deferential bow. “Master Liu?” 

Bemused eyes met his own, his mentor giving a wry shake of his head. 
“And your purification potion, made of the most basic cultivation 
ingredients, was of a potency equal to my masterwork cycling pill!” 

Alex blinked. “Master?” 

The older man sighed, shaking his head. “Truly, were your Meridian 
gates not the massive edifices they were within your own spirit, did anyone 
else save you yourself make your pills, you could raise yourself up to ranks 
undreamed in frightfully short order.” 

He shrugged. “But of course, save for cleansing impurities or healing 
injuries, your pills and elixirs will have only a fraction of the effect upon 
yourself compared what they would grant any other cultivator. No alchemist 
can raise themselves beyond what they were at the time of making their 
elixirs. They can only repair damage marring their pristine ideal. Their own 
affinities and weaknesses assure only minimum benefit, should they dare to 
waste their own potions upon themselves in pursuit of growth.” 

Alex frowned. “No one ever told me that before.” 

His mentor shrugged. “An easy enough limitation to overcome, if you 
know another alchemist you can actually trust not to poison you or subtly 
attempt to damage your own foundation.” 

Alex smirked. “T take it such trust earned and received is rare?” 

Liu Jian nodded. “Which is why alchemist clans accrue such power, 
when two or more alchemists can actually trust each other to act with 
beneficence alone. Of course, ingredients are costly, and weeks or months 
of cultivation are needed between breakthroughs, particularly when one 
reaches the ranks of Silver. Of course, not even Masterwork potions can 
assist with transcending to Gold. And unfortunately, the closer related you 
are to your ally, the less his concoction will work on you, the laws of 
similarity adversely affecting the divergence needed to catalyze internal 
changes and breakthroughs." 


Alex sighed and nodded. “So, the system is balanced. Sort of.” 

His mentor laughed. “Hardly, Alex. There are exceptions to any rule. 
Take your own Cultivation Elixir. A natural purifier, it will cleanse a normal 
cultivator's meridians with such shocking potency that he risks the 
destruction of his entire unformed meridian matrix!" 

Alex blinked. “What are you saying?” 

“What I'm saying, Alex, is that, as concentrated as your formula was, it 
would have seared through all of your victim's meridian gateways, opening 
them entirely, and the sudden flood of intensely purified Qi would have, in 
all likelihood, destroyed them." 

Alex paled. “Are you serious?” 

His mentor solemnly nodded. “I diluted your exotic brew into 12 
separate flasks, half used up in my experiments. Of the remainder, each 
would allow any other basic ranked cultivator to have a breakthrough, 
perfectly cleansing a single one of their meridian gates and flooding them 
with beneficent Qi. The wisest will, of course, cultivate and meditate for a 
full month between each dose, assuring themselves the strongest, most 
stable of foundations. The more impetuous who are not complete fools will 
still wait at least two weeks between doses, and if fortune favors them, it 
will be enough. 

“And for those who are not destined to transcend to Bronze, with 
imperfect gateways or an incomplete set, they would be wracked with pain 
and bleed from all their pores with a single excess dose, their clan knowing 
in that terrible moment the limits of their protege’s potential, and would 
push no further.” 

Intent eyes locked with Alex’s own. “And you would have given even 
the wisest student absolute folly, twelve pristine doses at once.” 

Alex swallowed, chilled. 

"I could have killed someone. A cultivator I wanted as a customer or 
friend..." 

“Would have wound up dead, their clan putting a blood price on your 
head.” 

Alex hung his head, filled with sudden shame. His first attempts to walk 
the alchemist's path could have proven fatal to the very girl he'd risk his life 
to save. That bitter irony left a sour taste in his mouth. 

His mentor sighed, patting his shoulder. "What you did, whatever odd 
insights led you to your strange techniques, or perhaps simply 


circumventing the rules of fate, using a divine artifact to bypass strictures 
that limit the rest of us, has allowed you to make a phenomenal 
breakthrough. But there is a reason why almost all alchemists follow in the 
footsteps of older, wiser masters. So much folly can then be avoided." 

Alex nodded. "And since I'm the farthest thing from an alchemist who 
has mastered his craft over many years..." 

“You’re a babe stumbling in the dark, daring formulations of 
unthinkable potency, with no true idea as to consequence. It would be the 
height of folly to continue. Any elder would agree.” 

The man patted Alex’s shoulder. “But your daring would do WiFu 
himself proud.” 

Alex blinked. “Master?” 

The older man’s grip tightened. “Your Shadow Meridian Rejuvenation 
Elixir. I have every reason to believe it will work!” 

Alex’s eyes widened with those words. 

His mentor snorted. “Of course, as concentrated as your original elixir 
was...” 

Alex paled. 

“Don’t worry. I diluted it to a twentieth of its former potency. The 
tiniest fraction of what I suspect she’ll need to recover fully. But safety, lad, 
before anything else. 

Alex nodded emphatically. “Yes, Master Liu. I feel the same.” 


AND SOON AFTER, a wan-faced Liu Li was gazing nervously at the elixir, 
wearing an ivory white scholar’s robe, her hair carefully done up with pins 
of silver and gold, jade green eyes locked upon Alex’s own. 

He swallowed, cheeks flushing under her regard. Her hand reached out 
to squeeze his own. 

“Here’s to hoping this works,” she said. 

Alex flushed and nodded. “I hope so too. More than words can say.” 

She kissed his cheek before he could blink, and before her father could 
react, she was seated in a lotus position once more. She took a steadying 
breath, gulped the elixir down, and immediately began embracing the 
meridian restoration techniques Alex now knew almost as well as she, Liu 
Li having insisted he practice the techniques alongside her for an hour 
every day for a full week, just in case he should ever need them. 


Not that Alex felt he was in much danger, with his oversized gates, but 
he wasn’t so arrogant as to tempt fate and dodge the lesson, for all that the 
almost negligible shift in his sixth blockage made it clear why few would 
bother with this cultivation path if they were not seeking to heal old injuries 
as much as pursue fresh growth. 

Alex turned to her father. “Sir?” 

"Now, we wait. She'll come to us when it's time. 

Without another word, they left her cultivating room, though her father 
spared her one final pained look before the pair headed to the training yard 
once more. 

Intense dark eyes gazed into Alex’s own. He shivered, sensing less of 
the exasperated but kind-hearted alchemist than he ever had before. 

What he saw before him was something else. 

What exactly that was, he still wasn’t sure. 

"Alright, Alex," he said at last. "You're armed with shield and sword. 
Show me what you can do." 

And he did. 

Adderstrike! Adderstrike! 

Bullrush! 

Alex leaped across the battlefield in a flicker of speed and motion, 
nearly thirty paces in an eyeblink and he was before his target, his leg 
Snapping out in a shin kick that deformed bronze and crushed wood before 
he weaved and dodged, fist lashing out to cave in a second foe’s breastplate, 
not having even bothered to draw his sword. 

Master Liu’s gaze was unreadable. He seemed neither displeased nor 
impressed, so Alex thought it time to show off his carefully worked on 
maneuver, turning to face a second cluster of armored hardwood 
mannequins armed with palanquins and gladii. 

Only now he didn’t blink-step just before the soldiers to smash into their 
shield wall. 

He ran toward them with a roar before blink stepping 15 paces behind 
them, powerful thighs now expertly absorbing the remaining inertia without 
stumbling over, pivoting and turning to crash into the formation from 
behind shield first, this time using the full momentum of his Bullrush. 

And he husbanded his remaining energy, slamming his gladius into the 
lower back of the one mannequin still upright between lamellar hauberk and 
quilted leggings in a blow that would have ruptured kidneys, leading to 


death by blood loss within seconds, before yanking his blade free and foot- 
stomping his two remaining foes. 

He had intended to use no further Qi points, but when inspiration struck, 
he grabbed hold. 

Adderstrike! 

In that moment perfectly visualizing his stomp as if he were punching 
with his fist, eyes widening as his temporarily impervious boot slammed 
through the mannequin so hard that the oak core ruptured in an explosion of 
splinters. 

Adderstrike! 

Repeating the same maneuver a heartbeat later with the second fallen 
mannequin which was more a log with padded wool and armor wrapped 
around it than anything else, feeling a visceral thrill as it too exploded. 

You have taken 10 damage. 

He suddenly cried out, only then feeling the pain. 

Eyes widening with horror when he noticed the slivers of wood that had 
pierced his left calf. 

His right leg might have been temporarily impervious to damage, but 
obviously that protection didn’t extend to his other limb, for all that a 
chuckling Liu Jian made it clear that it could have been far worse, after he 
paused to pluck free the splinters and clean the sites, applying a modest 
amount of liniment before Alex was kitted up fully once more. 

“Impressive technique,” Liu Jian said. “As I recall, it was utterly 
beyond you, just days ago. Yet now you have not only mastered the basics, 
but have already devised the most unorthodox approaches to its use. Good. 
I would expect no less from one of my men. But most soldiers would think 
twice before foot-stomping a foe made of solid oak, let alone risking an 
explosion of wood." 

Alex grimaced. “Yeah, with the log already on the ground, I should have 
known the splinters would be far more of a risk than if I were punching an 
upright target.” 

“Still, if you’re ever in a life and death struggle with an enemy 
cultivator, that technique might just save your life.” Master Liu shrugged. 
“You never know.” 

Alex swallowed, lowering his gaze, suddenly recalling what all this 
training was really for. Not just to impress his master and the girl he felt 
increasingly close to. 


He was training in the arts of death to better survive the twin arenas of 
cultivation and war. And though he hated the thought of fatally dueling a 
fellow cultivator for earthly treasures, he knew he wasn’t increasing his 
strength just so he could one day spar with academy students for rank. He 
was learning the skills he needed so that he never need fear monsters like 
Lai Wei ever again. Monsters who would happily take everything Alex had 
worked so hard to earn with a contemptuous laugh, and a fatal wound if he 
dared resist. 

He would fight to keep what was his, most especially his life and 
liberty, and he would stop at nothing in pursuit of his goal. To become the 
strongest cultivator he could possibly be. Because like it or not, only true 
strength could buy one freedom in this world, and he was determined to live 
the life of a free man in every sense of the word. He would hold his head 
high before all who would dare to look down on him. 

Almost as if he could sense what Alex was thinking, Liu Jian flashed an 
approving grin. “It’s always good to see a committed student. Come. 
There’s another lesson I would show you. It’s highly unlikely you’ll be able 
to learn it properly before Silver, let alone Bronze, but there’s no reason not 
to teach you the basics.” 

Alex's eyes widened as with a couple whispered syllables, the battered 
mannequins reformed before his eyes. It was almost as if time's clock was 
spinning in reverse, the wooden splinters forming a whole trunk once more, 
lifting itself up, damaged armor and bent bronze reforming back to true. 
Alex whistled in amazement. He almost thought he could taste the unique 
weave of elemental Qi flowing through the ether before shaking the odd 
thought away. 

“Impressive, Master.” 

Liu Jian grinned. “Reminding artifacts of their original state is 
something most cultivators with affinities for Earth and Metal can 
accomplish. Wood and Water are needed if the target is actually still living. 
Interestingly enough, there are spells to repair clothing or inanimate 
wooden objects using either Earth or Wood.” 

Alex nodded. It made sense. Whether technology or evolution, many 
creatures and tools accomplished the same tasks in different ways. Why 
should it be any different with Elemental Qi? 

He then blinked as his mentor took off the bronze breastplate upon the 
nearest wooden mannequin, revealing the thick padding underneath. He 


then struck the target with a sequence of blows using fingertips, second 
knuckles, or the ridge of his hand. 

“Do you see the common thread to these blows, Alex?” 

Alex nodded. “All of them use minimal surface area, all of them can be 
deadly if striking the jugular or carotid artery, among other locations.” He 
smirked. “And if you’re not trained and don’t know what you’re doing, you 
might break your own fingers with some of those blows.” 

His mentor grinned. “And you’ll learn them all. Note the Spear Hand. 
Note how I strike with it.” 

Alex peered closely at his mentor's fingers, nodding as it clicked. His 
Spear Hand blows were not executed with his fingers perfectly aligned to 
the angle of the blow. Rather, the fingers were slightly cupped, so the 
impact would deliver resistance only in the direction fingers were designed 
to deliver force to; clenching, not extending. Very similar to how he might 
do pushups on his fingertips. 

After a few more demonstrations, his master turned to Alex. “Your 
turn,” he said, and Alex couldn’t help but think his mentor enjoyed Alex’s 
wince as he tried to get the hang of Spear Hand without jamming his 
knuckles. 

"Slowly, at first. Feel the flow of force as you strike the padding. You 
want your fingers slightly angled and your palm cupped so your fingers can 
express their true strength.” 

Alex nodded, finding Knife Hand, Ridge Hand, and Tiger Claw to be 
far easier to master against his padded target than Spear Hand. So of course 
he practiced the latter until his fingers were more than sore, his master 
snorting and applying liniment after their second training session that day. 

He gazed critically at Alex's fingers. "It's good you push yourself, Alex. 
Just remember, there is a time and place for every technique." 

Alex nodded. “Exposed eyes or throat. Otherwise, use my fists, knees, 
elbows, and shins.” 

His master said nothing, merely gazing intently at the target they had 
been practicing on all afternoon. 

Alex’s eyes widened as his master whispered soft words under his 
breath and ephemeral green scales suddenly coated the dummy’s padding. 

Liu Jian flashed a cold smile. “And now the purpose of all that training. 
Try to punch through that Earthen Shield, Alex. It’s a technique used by 
Bronze cultivators with an Affinity to Earth. Other elements have similar 


shields, though Earth and Metal are strongest, followed by Wood. Fire is the 
least protective, but you risk being burned before you even close, any flesh 
that actually touches the fiery disk burning off.” 

Alex winced. “I’m glad we’re starting with Earth.” 

His mentor’s gaze hardened. “Punch the target, Alex.” 

And he did, grunting at the dull throb, the Earthen Shield as hard as 
stone. 

He glared at the target. 

Adderstrike! Adderstrike! Adderstrike! 

His fists slammed against the resilient ward. 

They were powerful blows, enhanced by his Qi. 

Yet only his third blow managed to collapse the shield. 

Alex winced. It had burned a total of 3 Qi points, and he would have 
been vulnerable for a handful of seconds, but he was proud of himself for 
flowing so readily from one blow to another without needing rest, having 
alternated hands. And in the end, he did break through. 

He bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Master. It’s obvious to me that I still 
need to strengthen my technique. 

But his mentor was looking at him strangely. “Alex?” 

“Yes, Master Liu?” 

“You shouldn’t have been able to break through.” 

Alex blinked, not knowing what to say. 

His master chuckled softly. “Impressive lad, but that’s not the point of 
the lesson.” His bemused gaze hardened. “And against those powerful 
opponents most likely to kill you, you won't be able to burst their Earthen 
Shield. And even if you did, the Qi you expend will be far more than they 
invested in setting up their wards. What do you do then?" 

Alex grinned. 

Bullrush! 

"Run away," he said from a distance of 25 feet. 

His mentor’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s one option. But what if 
it’s your family in peril?” 

Alex’s gaze hardened, his own smile gone. “Then I fight to the bitter 
end.” 

His mentor nodded, the Earthen Shield erected once more. 

“So, learn how to fight, to assure your enemy’s end is far more bitter 
than your own.” 


With that, his Spear Hand flashed through the Qi defense as if it wasn’t 
even there, smacking against the target’s padded jugular with what would 
have been a lethal blow. 

Alex’s eyes widened, a curious tingle of awe coursing through him. 

His master’s blow had slid through his foe’s defenses as easily as Alex 
could punch through water. 

Liu Jian flashed a cold smile. “This is the purpose behind your Spear 
Hand training, Alex. So your blow is almost as narrow as a blade, and can 
slip right through your foe’s Qi defense, assuming you can master the 
technique.” 

Alex swallowed. “I really want to learn that technique!” 

Liu Jian nodded. “And I aim to teach you. The first step, Alex, is 
envisioning all of Qi as a sea. Even your foe’s defenses. You don’t try to 
pound through iron, you try to slip through the waves, a blow unworthy of 
notice...” 

And for the next three days, while Liu Li cultivated with the help of 
Alex’s elixir, desperately trying to repair her meridians, Alex spent every 
morning diligently trying to comprehend his master’s lessons. 

They did not come easy, he found, every time he looked up from his 
aching hand to his mentor’s disapproving glare. 

“Focus on the flow of Qi, Alex.” 

“But, master. I’m not even...” 

“T’m not interested in excuses, Alex. I’m interested in results.” 

And his stance was the same when an exhausted Alex would retire for 
the afternoon in his ring. But not to relax or meditate. Rather, it was all to 
craft yet more elixirs. For as frustrating as morning lessons were, Liu Jian 
had nothing but the steepest expectations for his alchemical workings as 
well. So impressed he had been by Alex's Unorthodox Shadow Meridian 
Rejuvenation Elixir that he had demanded Alex make rejuvenation elixirs 
for every elemental combination under the sun! 

Fortunately, his master only acknowledged the five basic elements plus 
Shadow, and allowed Alex to witness his own manufacture of every elixir 
he created. But save for Liu Li's specialized pills, Master Liu didn't bother 
making any of the combinations he expected from Alex. His purification, 
cycling, and meridian rejuvenation pills that he had allowed Alex to witness 
involved only single elements. The only other rejuvenation pill he bothered 


demonstrating was a basic generalized version that nurtured Qi as a whole, 
and actually seemed the simplest to make. 

Alex frowned at the herculean task, but thought about it logically. 
Master Liu already had all the ingredients Alex needed, and with a single 
night's intense focus upon his ring, all of them were now growing in 
plentiful supply within Alex’s mystical glade, for all that his Dark Qi 
reserves had taken another hit. Liu Jian had even nodded gamely when Alex 
asked if he had any Manuals detailing the manufacture of various elemental 
combinations, though his smile made it clear how much he thought the 
tomes would actually help him, Alex never having benefited from any 
years-long apprenticeships which probably helped with deciphering the 
complex tomes. 

Yet as complex as the tomes he had borrowed were, he found the 
specific formulae easy enough to comprehend when he deciphered the odd 
sigils indicating how much of a given source of Qi was demanded, where, 
and when. 

True, he had needed a fair amount of experimentation, having wasted 
more than a few batches. But thanks to his ability to accurately sense 
exactly how much Qi he was using, at least inside the ring, he soon found 
following the specific formulae within the tome to be as simple as 
following his mother's favorite cooking recipes, some thousand years 
before. 

Thanks to his ability to effortlessly separate the strands of Qi from the 
disk of spinning Qi he had stored within his ring as opposed to using it for 
his own personal growth, once he got the hang of the basic formulae within 
the tomes, it was easy to extrapolate the changes he would need to make for 
versions for cultivators with multiple elemental affinities. Though it took 
many days of trial and error, he eventually found the potions far easier to 
create than elixirs involving Shadow, the one element he could only 
appreciate peripherally. 

And since he incorporated all five elements into the potion manufacture 
anyway, he found it almost effortless to shift focus upon whichever 
elemental affinities the prospective user might have of those five. 

When all was said and done, he had created dozens of elixirs. He had 
also gleaned one very important insight he shared with his mentor, presently 
just staring at the dozens of vials Alex had popped out of storage after so 
many days of hard work. 


“For anyone with more than one Elemental Affinity, whatever the 
combination, using a nonspecialized Qi rejuvenation pill will work almost 
as well as specific, highly specialized combinations. Even if someone has 
all five elements, a basic rejuvenation pill will work just as well as a highly 
specialized 5 element version, since you don't need further differentiation to 
repair damaged meridians." 

Congratulations! Alchemy Skill is now Rank 4! You have learned every 
single known variant of Meridian Rejuvenation Elixir (standard paradigm) 
and have learned one very important lesson! Unless you're a descendant of 
WiFu with Shadow affinities, Basic Meridian Rejuvenation Elixirs will do 
you almost as much good as specialized ones, unless you use but a single 
element! 

Alex gave an exhausted smile. "I'm sorry I haven't performed better 
during the morning exercises, Master, but hours I should have been resting I 
was busy cultivating flowers inside my artifact. Rest assured, I will now 
strive to get proper sleep, so I can better master your challenge." 

And it had been a challenge. After endless mornings of diligent practice 
with Piercing Strike, only once had it finally clicked, Alex somehow 
buffering his fingers with Qi such that he was able to slip through Master 
Liu’s elemental wards, almost as if he were wedged inside a mountain 
crevice, only popping through for the split-second his Qi had coated his 
fingertips with the equivalent of lard. 

The sensation had only lasted a moment, and he had yet to repeat the 
feat. 

But despite his shortcomings, his mentor was giving him the strangest 
stare. 

“Master?” 

“Alex...” the alchemist gave a rueful chuckle, carefully uncorking one 
flask, taking the faintest whiff before recorking and putting them all in 
storage, dashes of charcoal upon each cork designating its designated 
demographic and 12-fold heightened potency. 

“Yes, Master?” Alex said, waiting for his mentor to finish his train of 
thought. 

But Master Liu just gave Alex the strangest smile. “I had no idea you 
were working so diligently night after night. I thought you had taken the 
underlying lesson to heart already. This was supposed to be a lesson in 
futility and humility, as every master gives his student at one time or 


another. To show students what one is and is not capable of, to highlight 
their resourcefulness in at least attempting to meet the challenge, and what 
they can learn from the experience.” 

“T don’t understand...” 

Liu Jian sighed and shook his head. "You were supposed to give up 
deducing the intricacies after making restoration potions for the five basic 
elemental affinities and general Light Qi potions. I didn't show you any 
others. The Dual Affinity Meridian Rejuvenation tome I lent you should 
have been beyond you. And you weren’t supposed to actually deduce the 
manufacture of even more advanced variants and make them. There are 
dozens of variations, here!” 

Alex nodded. "There's actually a mathematical formula for that, and you 
did lend me additional Alchemy tomes you had on the various types of 
cultivation pills. They were all variants on the standard pills, and since I 
link all five elements together anyway to increase stabilization and potency, 
it's really easy for me to allow that affinity to bleed into the potion, or not." 

Liu Jian held Alex’s gaze for long moments before chuckling ruefully. 

“Cycling pills are the only cultivation pills worthy of this effort. The 
only ones where specific elemental affinities being accounted for is utterly 
crucial. Your work represents both a priceless treasure and incalculable 
waste. I had no idea you even had this many Silverbells to spare! I've never 
had a student quite like you, Alex." 

Alex grinned, bowing at the waist. "The highest of compliments, sir. 
Thank you. I will strive to be worthy." 

His mentor smiled. “How many of these priceless blossoms do you have 
in storage anyway?” 

Alex winced. “Lots?” 

His mentor chuckled, leading Alex to what he knew was his 
greenhouse, and Alex couldn’t help but admire the brilliant artifice that had 
gone into designing the system of windows and mirrors that allowed it to 
shine as brightly as the midday sun, for all that they were deep within the 
burrow. 

His mentor sighed at the garden. "I've had to use every Silverbell we 
originally harvested and near every other ingredient just to finish my orders 
for the year ahead, and Elder Ying's order is the tiniest fraction of that." He 
grinned at Alex. "You'd be surprised how many cultivators are willing to 
buck Dragon Academy edicts for the sake of increasing their cultivation 


base, so long as they can place their orders in secret, and my daughter 
makes an excellent diplomat.” 

Alex’s eyes widened, suddenly understanding what Liu Li had been up 
to when not in the compound. 

“Tt will be a profitable year, sure to placate many Houses who will know 
not to trouble me again for a good half-decade, having made the limitations 
of my resources more than clear. But now, with your incredible gift... I 
don’t suppose you’d be opposed to restocking our garden with your own 
cuttings?” 

Alex bowed his head. “It would be my pleasure, Master Liu.” 

His mentor grinned. “Good. And don’t for a moment think you’re not 
going to get a fair cut of every one of those restoration potions we actually 
manage to sell back at Yidushi.” He frowned. “Though most of your 
creations are exotic and specific enough that selling them in Erdushi might 
be the wiser move.” 

Alex nodded upon hearing the familiar names of their home city and its 
nearest neighbor, carefully placing the various blossoms from his storage 
ring into the rich, loamy soil of the planters, Liu Jian making sure all the 
plants were transplanted to his garden successfully. 

Alex gave a Satisfied smile after planting his twelfth Silverbell, the 
entire garden now filled with a serene glow. And though there was plenty of 
room for further blossoms, it was the maximum this garden could sustain 
indefinitely, though they would help the countless varieties of transplanted 
flora bloom as never before. 


“COME TO THINK OF IT, Alex, Baidushi might be the best of all possible 
choices to sell your exotic wares.” 

Alex frowned at the unfamiliar name. 

“Why Baidushi, sir?” 

“Because it is the capital of the entire Principality, Alex, and the home 
of the Royal Jade family.” 

Liu Jian sighed, shaking his head. A melancholy air suddenly filled the 
room. 

“Is everything alright, Master?” 

A quick nod. “Absolutely, Alex. And as for the Silverbells and the other 
herbs, thank you for entrusting them to me. With any luck, we’ll never need 


to raid that cockatrice’s territory again.” 

Alex gave a relieved smile at that. “I hope you’re right, Sir. How’s Liu 
Li?” 

His master’s gentle gaze hardened. “Cultivating for the sake of her 
future, Alex. And never have I been more furious with Dragon Temple's 
paucity of Shadow Manuscripts. For all that they pay lip service to Lady Jin 
Yu's noble descendants, they stock almost no Manuscripts depicting the 
correct ways for my daughter's people to cycle. It is a deliberate slight! 
Seeking to deny any and all those of Kitsune blood the ability to blossom to 
their fullest, so deeply do they despise Silver Fox, seeing him as an enemy 
to the pantheon, not the necessary jester and seer he has always been." 

Alex swallowed, eyes widening. “But I thought, you being a former 
master of the school... doesn’t she know the best Cultivation techniques 
possible?” 

Her father snorted. "For her three natural affinities, Fire, Earth, and 
Metal, yes. Of course. As does every Kitsune of noble birth. All branches of 
the temple will teach that much, and gladly. It is only their hidden affinities 
that the academies would abjure if they could, and why almost all 
cultivators with the blood of WiFu in their veins are so much weaker than 
they could be, none ever breaking through to Silver, let alone beyond. 
Because they have so few tools to harness their true potential!" 

Liu Jian gave a frustrated sigh. "I teach her as much as I can, how best 
to surpass her limitations and excel. But this injury, Alex. Even with your 
miraculous Shadow Meridian Rejuvenation Elixir, it can only do so much 
good without cultivation techniques that incorporate all her elements, and 
those damn fools at the temple deny Shadow even exists!” 

Alex bowed his head. “I am sorry, Master Liu.” 

His mentor flashed a reassuring smile. "I have high hopes for your 
wondrous elixir, despite the limitations in my rejuvenation cultivation 
techniques. So fret not, Alex. All will work itself out in the end. Just allow 
her to cultivate in absolute peace, free of all distraction. It is all we can do 
for now. Understood?” 

Alex nodded, soon returning to his quarters, his mind in a whirl, 
realizing that once more a choice was before him, one he should have 
sensed days ago. 

He had been given priceless artifacts, he knew. Prizes that no one had 
ever glimpsed outside of his ring. Even when he had read the tomes in the 


privacy of his room, the ring containing his prizes had always been in 
contact with the manuals, sheltering them, somehow, from all prying eyes. 
Only notes copied from his own carefully hidden tomes had any other soul 
ever seen. A truth he grasped utterly only in that moment, having somehow 
been oblivious to how tightly he had held his prizes, how securely he had 
guarded them. And somehow, he just knew that were he to relinquish 
control, much like letting loose a bottle upon a stormy sea, the currents of 
fate and destiny would forever pull those priceless cultivation manuals free 
of his grasp. 

It would be an irrevocable choice. He knew in his bones that he would 
never be able to reclaim that which he would give away so freely. 

But someone he cared about deeply needed his help. 

And when he entered his ring that fateful afternoon, approaching the 
bookcase containing the pair of Divine Manuals gifted to him by WiFu 
himself, he already knew what he was going to do with them. 

He was startled by the familiar voice he heard behind him. 

“You’re no fool, cub. I think you already know what will happen if 
those divine tomes ever leave the sanctuary of this ring.” 

Alex swallowed, fingers gently caressing their spines. “I can imagine. 
Even so, the times I had—” 

“—_They were but projections, silly cub. Those divine tomes never truly 
left this library. Nor could they. Until now. Are you truly ready to give up 
their secrets forevermore?” 

Alex grinned, still not turning around. “I made mental copies of them, 
stored right here in the library. I know I can never take them out, I know 
they are only as good as what I have already inferred. But tell me true, 
Silver Fox. Could I glean anything more from them than I already have?” 

A soft, quiet chuckle emanated from behind him. “You have mastered 
both the Twin Paths Purification technique and the Dark Qi Cycling 
technique, though the latter you practiced only in your dreams. When the 
time comes for you to advance to Bronze and beyond, you will be surprised 
at how easily this one aspect of Cultivation comes to you, cycling your 
Dark Qi, for all that you will need to endure countless bitter struggles if you 
are to have any hope of discovering, let alone mastering, Long Wang’s 
Eightfold Path.” He flashed an approving grin. “And you’re wise enough to 
understand that so much of what secrets those tomes hold will forever 
remain in shadow for you.” 


Alex felt as curious shiver as he slowly turned around, tomes in hand, at 
once understanding the bemused smile his mentor flashed under the brim of 
his hat, very much in human form save for his ears, wearing the exact same 
attire as he had a thousand years ago. 

“Shadow. These tomes were never meant for me. Not really.” He 
swallowed, his master’s silver green eyes saying so much, and nothing at 
all. 

“They were meant for someone who can master the element of 
Shadow.” 

His mentor chuckled softly. “Actually, the tomes suit you well enough. 
You can unlock secrets very few souls could hope to comprehend. Most 
mortals are utterly unable to harness Dark Qi, which is why, even if their 
lives stretch out for millennia, should they have sufficient talent, they can 
never truly achieve immortality." 

“Because Dark Qi, the Qi of catalyzation, motion, and decay, is also 
vital to all living things. That which allows us to live at all. If we were truly, 
utterly free of Dark Qi, there would be no biochemical reactions happening 
at all. We would be like the statue of the Buddha. Utterly perfect, eternal, 
but also unchanging." 

His mentor grinned. “And he who controls the flow of Dark Qi controls 
the flow of life and death, if he can but understand it." He gazed at the 
tomes in Alex's hands. "You have priceless tools, boy. Tools you have only 
scratched the surface of, for all that you already have the keys you need to 
advance to Silver and beyond. Still, your powers might increase even 
further, should you hoard all the secrets locked away in hopes that you 
might one day glean lost secrets that are, at this moment, the province of the 
gods alone.” 

Alex paled under his mentor’s merciless gaze, but refused to bow his 
head. “I will always be grateful for the lessons I have learned within these 
tomes, within this ring. Without your artifacts, I would have had no hope of 
learning Alchemy, let alone how to cultivate my Qi.” He swallowed. “But if 
these tomes can help my friend cultivate her Shadow Qi, repair her 
meridians, it would make all the difference in the world for her. 

“T already know how much she struggles, the tears she pushes back with 
a smile whenever we share meals, the desperate look in her gaze... it is a 
weight my soul can no longer bear. My rejuvenation pills are not enough, 
since she knows no cultivation technique that incorporates Shadow. If 


there’s even a chance that these tomes can help her cycle all of her Qi and 
repair her meridians, bridge the awful chasm in her path to ascendancy, if 
there’s a chance I can help her so she can one day smile free of worry or 
care...” He squeezed his eyes tight, unable to bear his patron’s unfathomable 
gaze. 

“Then I would choose to save her, even if these tomes are lost to me 
forever.” 

A soft chuckle washed over him. “So you understand, then. Intuitively, 
you understand. You will be putting divine artifacts in play, boy. Treasures 
the gods themselves would hoard if they could, just for the sake of 
hoarding. Treasures only your ring and similar artifacts could possibly keep 
hidden.” 

Alex dared open his eyes once more, grinning back at WiFu. "Or those 
with the gift of Shadow, who I suspect are able to hide prizes others would 
take, almost as well as you can." 

WiFu stilled. “So you understand even that truth.” His odd smile grew. 
"I see you learned much in those years we traveled together, in a life you 
never lived." 

Alex flashed a confused smile before pushing away the god's strange 
comments, focusing only on what mattered. “This gift. Freely given. If I 
give it to Liu Li... I’m surrendering it to the daughters of your tribe.” He 
chuckled softly. “She’ll feel duty-bound to share it with her Kitsune sisters, 
won’t she?” 

WiFu grinned. "Kitsune indeed." He tilted his head. "You understand, of 
course, that I can offer you nothing? No extra promise or boon, no formal 
declaration. You would be gifting the daughters of the fox, and stepping on 
perilous ground while doing so. Ancient oaths and edicts bind us, such that 
none have dared forge such tomes as these before, and even I, for all my 
power, am forbidden from giving it to those who feel my blood pulsing 
through their veins." 

Intent eyes of jade and silver peered deeply into his own. "Only you, 
Alex, owed a debt accumulating interest for a thousand years, who dared 
the unthinkable, combining two divine paths, could slip past those edicts. 
And so of course I may offer you no boon whatsoever for the act of folly 
you now contemplate." 


ALEX BOWED DEEPLY from the waist. "I understand completely. Nothing 
would give me greater joy than yanking the beards of all those who thought 
themselves righteous in denying your descendants the chance to blossom 
into their true potential." 

The laughter he heard was a balm to Alex’s soul. 

“And yank their beards we will, little fox! Go then, follow your heart, 
surrender to utter folly. For what could be more foolish than surrendering 
your most sacred prizes? And what could be wiser, more noble, than 
sacrificing yourself for the sake of love?” 

Alex flushed at those words, his patron’s bemused gaze seeing secrets 
Alex refused to acknowledge even to himself. 

But before he could splutter a word of protest, he was in his room once 
more, suddenly feeling the weight of the sacred tomes in his hands, glowing 
with a divine light he understood at once to be Wu Wei. 

And he felt the earth itself shake, understanding at once that Fate’s 
mantle recognized his move. 

He took a deep breath. 

There was no going back now. 

His priceless treasures had graced the mortal stage. 

It would only be a matter of time before they were pulled from his grip, 
forevermore. 
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he walk to Liu Li’s room was the longest of his life. 
Every foot seemed to stretch for an eternity. 
Every bend around every comer was like stepping into strange 
dimensions unseen. 

Somehow, he knew that were he to give in to dizziness and trip or fall, 
his tomes would spill out, and bizarre mischance or simple confusion would 
assure they slipped out of his grasp and sight forever. 

Perhaps they would fall into a crack, crevice, or rift. Perhaps the entire 
building would collapse, and both the tomes and their lives would be lost 
forever to Alex’s desperate gamble, so foolish he now realized himself to 
be, daring to dance upon the stage of gods, just a tiny piece upon a board 
vast and terrible, for stakes beyond his comprehension. 

Yet memory of Liu Li’s beautiful smile, the warmth of her laughter, the 
pain now in her gaze all compelled him onward. 

Until at last, he was before her door. 

“Liu Li? It’s me, Alex.” 

Alex swallowed, suddenly sensing her father a short distance off, 
somehow knowing that were he to see Alex right now, it would not end 
well. 

His heart started pounding. 

He guts roiled, dizziness overcoming him. 

His eyes widened. So brightly were the tomes glowing, he could see his 
bones through his skin. 

"Oh, that can't be good," he muttered. 


“Liu Li? Please! It’s sort of urgent!” 

He shook his head. 

He really should have planned this better. 

He knew how desperate she was, every day looking sadder, more 
withdrawn, desperately trying to repair herself with imperfect techniques, 
and failing. 

Alex blinked, recalling all the times Master Liu had asked the 
outrageous from him, only surprised when he somehow pulled it off. 

His mentor was not above lying, if he thought it would serve a purpose. 

Suddenly Alex was certain that the damage Liu Li had suffered was far 
graver than even his mentor had admitted. 

Alex wondered if she was even at 50% recovery. From the desperate 
looks her father had given him, he halfway thought his pills were the only 
reason Liu Li lived at all. 

And what happened when they ran out? 

Alex felt breathless relief when the door was finally opened, revealing a 
devastated-looking Liu Li, tears streaming down her face. 

“Alex.” She swallowed back a sob, unable to hide the despair in her 
gaze. 

Then her eyes beheld the treasures within his hands, her face now 
glowing with reflected Wu Wei. 

“Heaven’s Mercy! What do you have in your hands, Alex?” 

Alex grinned. “The key.” 

“The key to what?” 

“Saving the fox who stole my heart.” 

He laughed at her incredulous expression. “Gotcha.” 

Her eyes flashed with heat for a second, before she cracked a smile, 
chuckling in turn, pressing her palms against her eyes. 

“Got me you did. Alright, enough tears from me for one day. Now tell 
me true, what is that prize in your hand?” 

He swallowed, gazing intently into her widening eyes. 

His heart raced, feeling he could fall right into those pools of jade green. 

"I think I can help you, Liu Li. These tomes... I think they hold the 
secrets to the cultivation techniques you've been looking for all your life." 

Powerful hands gripped his shoulder, pulling him into the shadowy 
depths of her room. 

And Alex trembled with a sigh so deep, he felt his knees go weak. 


The comforting gloom coated everything, and his tomes, he sensed, 
were safe once more. As if a creature of prey had darted across a grassy 
clearing with scores of hungry-eyed predators glancing its way, before 
darting into protective cover once more. 

Liu Li’s gaze was unreadable, though her authoritative voice brought 
Alex to immediate attention. 

“Explain, Alex. Explain everything.” 

And to the best of his ability, holding back only that which he sensed his 
master would want him to keep hidden, he did just that, Liu Li’s eyes 
growing wider with every word. 

“So, these tomes are divine artifacts given to you by my ultimate 
grandfather?” 

Alex solemnly nodded. 

“But why? You can’t use Shadow, can you? Did he mean for you to give 
them to his offspring?” She swallowed. “To me?” 

Alex solemnly shook his head. “He expressly said he meant them for 
me. That he was forbidden to give his offspring any aid. And that were I to 
ever surrender them, I could never get them back, and he could offer me no 
compensation. In short, I’?d be a complete and utter idiot, were I to ever 
commit such a foolhardy act.” 

Liu Li swallowed, stroking his cheek. 

“And yet, you did.” 

His heart was hammering. He was suddenly feeling dizzy for an entirely 
different reason. 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Why?” 

Because I love you. 

“Because you need these tomes far more than I. Because the best friends 
have our backs when we need them the most, even if it’s not convenient. 
Because I’m wise enough to know that people matter more than power, and 
cultivating both is the true path to victory in life. Besides, I think I’ve 
already gleaned absolutely everything I can from those tomes. Now what I 
need are tomes incorporating all the elements, if I’m going to break into 
Bronze with the strongest foundation possible to excel into Silver.” 

Graceful hands that nonetheless exuded powerful strength clenched his 
tightly. She peered up into his eyes. 

“Ts that really all there is to it?” 


Alex swallowed, cheeks blazing hot. 

"Let's not waste any more time. Come on, let me see if my hunch is 
right! Here's the first tome. I'll explain what I can to you if you have any 
questions, but I'm letting you know ahead of time that there are sections I 
couldn't make heads or tails of." He flashed a smile. "Sections involving 
Shadow. The one element I don't have." 

Desperation and excitement flickered across Liu Li’s eyes. “Yes, of 
course you’re right, Alex! Let’s put the tomes there. Okay, this is the first 
section. Pass me the empty manual and the magic brush? Thank you. First 
thing I’m going to need to do is to make a copy...” She frowned in 
consternation. “For some reason...” 

Alex smiled. "It's a divine tome. You can only transcribe what you 
understand. You have to master the sections first, Liu Li. Only then can you 
transcribe a version that will be limited to your own mortal understanding.” 

She frowned, rubbing her temples, putting the writing material aside. 
“Fair point, Alex. Alright, let’s go over this first section together...” 

And so raptly was she focused on the prizes before her, and such joy did 
Alex take in being able to mentor her, his heart lightening with each smile 
of insight she gained, that it wasn’t until the wee hours of the morning that 
they finally agreed to call it a night. 

"Thank you, Alex. For always being there when I need you the most, I 
will always be grateful." She flashed a teasing smile. "I told Father we were 
wise to look after the wayward cub Fate left on our doorstep." 

Alex chuckled at her smile, grateful to see the old Liu Li finally coming 
out of her shell, filled as she was, for the first time in weeks, with genuine 
hope for the future. 

Then she paled, her eyes growing wide with fear. 

"Oh, no." 

Alex blinked, suddenly alarmed. 

“What?” 

“Father!” 

“What about him?” 

“He’s here. And it’s two bells past midnight, and I never went to 
dinner!” 

“Okay...” 

Her gaze hardened. “You’ve been in my room since dusk, Alex. You’re 
not stupid.” 


His cheeks flushed hot. “Crap.” 

“Alright, Alex. Here’s what we’ll do. You’ll stand there, by the tomes, 
and I?ll answer the door. At least I know Father won’t kill me on sight, no 
matter how angry he is.” 

“Do you really think...” 

“Do it!” 

And sure enough, when Liu Li cracked open the door it wasn’t his 
mentor that Alex caught sight of, but a being who only looked nominally 
like Liu Li’s father. They beheld an avatar of terror and destruction whose 
granite features were filled with incalculable fury, radiating a killing aura 
that had Alex trembling in his boots, for all that he was wedged in the 
comer of the bedroom. 

“Where is he?” 

Three terrible words any courting boy dreads most to hear. 

“Calm yourself, Father. You don’t understand.” 

“Where is he!?” Alex wasn’t imagining it. The pent-up Qi was causing 
the building’s very foundations to shudder. 

"Saving my life, Father! Because you and I both know the damage was 
so bad, I was dying!" 

Those words alone eased the tiniest fraction of the man’s simmering 
fury. And before he could say another word, Liu Li dragged him across the 
boundary to her room, leading him across what seemed a suddenly 
impossibly vast chamber, for all that Alex knew her room was barely 20 
paces wide. As if shadow and space were both behaving oddly. 

Then, allowing her father time for but a single lethal glare Alex’s way, 
she led his gaze to the manuscript laid out before them. 

His own dark eyes widened, skin taking on a pasty pallor. 

“Daughter! Do you know what this is? Do you have any idea?” 

She nodded. “I do, Father. It’s a divine manuscript. And best neither of 
us Say a word as to the source.” 

But her father ducked his head and turned around, refusing even to gaze 
at the tome. 

“Father, what’s wrong?” 

But all he said was. “Best you keep it hidden in shadow, little fox. So 
that only those who share your affinities may ever glimpse its secrets. Your 
room should be safe enough, for now. But when it is time for us to leave...” 


“The soulbound storage ring you gave me the day I became a woman. I 
know, Father.” 

Her father jerked a nod. “One of the very few artifacts tied to Shadow 
I’ve ever seen. And it’s only because those fools didn’t realize its true worth 
that it sold so cheap. Small as the storage space is...” 

“It’s priceless, because no one can open it unless they share my 
affinities.” 

Her father nodded, a relieved smile on his features, though he still 
refused to look her way. It was Alex who caught his gaze. 

“Come, Alex. It is time we allowed my daughter a good night’s sleep, 
and plenty of time to reflect upon the prizes now in her care.” 

Alex gulped and nodded, quickly following behind. 

And when she exchanged a farewell smile with her father as she softly 
shut the door behind her, her final gaze was for Alex, and the gratitude he 
saw within made his cheeks blaze with fire. 

Particularly with her father looking right at them both. 

Then Alex blinked, suddenly gripped by hands of steel, it seemed, 
unable to budge them for all that he took no injury, led to his own chamber 
almost as fast as he could blink. 

He trembled before his mentor's gaze. Fortunately, the killing aura had 
been cloaked, for now. 

“Say nothing of what you have done this day, Alex. Never! The world is 
a far more dangerous and terrible place than you realize, and certain things 
must never be uttered aloud, lest you antagonize powers content to leave 
most of us ants scurrying upon the board of life well enough alone. Do you 
understand?” 

Alex nodded, having deduced that much himself just with his journey to 
Liu Li’s chambers. 

“Will she be...” 

Her father sighed. “One of the inherent powers of her tribe is that even 
the most inexperienced of cultivators are all but impervious to detection. 
Shadows and night are forever their friends, and not even...” he 
deliberately looked at the ceiling of Alex’s chamber. “Can spot all the 
secrets they hold. Just one of the reasons why there is such animosity for 
her tribe.” 

Alex bowed his head. “I understand, sir.” 

“Do you? I truly hope you do.” 


Liu Jian sighed, patting Alex's shoulder, very much a fatherly gesture. 
"Ah, my boy. I am no fool. I fully recognize you have given my daughter a 
treasure beyond compare. I don't think even you can imagine how much 
those items would be worth, had you given them to the head of any temple." 

Alex swallowed but held the other man’s gaze. “I don’t care. Even if I 
could have sold it for coin I don’t need, no mansion, no matter how large, is 
as precious to me as giving Liu Li the hope of a brighter future. She’s my 
friend, Master Liu. I will always have her back.” He flashed a cheeky smile. 
“Besides, what is treasure to the cultivator already learning at the feet of the 
master they most admire?” 

Master Liu chuckled. “Don’t think I will go any easier on you than I 
already have, Disciple. If anything, your lessons will only grow harder. You 
do understand that, yes?” 

Alex swallowed, bowing his head. “Yes, Master Liu. I understand 
completely.” 

“Good. Then get some rest. By this time tomorrow, you’ll wish you had 
never met me.” 

Alex chuckled at his mentor’s grin, already fearing what his master 
would put him through on the morrow. Yet at the same time, he was filled 
with exultation, realizing just how significant their meeting had been. 

Master Liu had called him disciple! 


YET AS DAYs turned to weeks, early excitement soon turned to exhaustion 
then despair as his mentor pushed him as hard as he ever had before, 
relentlessly practicing sparring and drills with Alex every morning, pushing 
him ever closer to mastery with pike, ji, gladius and unarmed combat, till 
his weapons seemed but extensions of his hands and he could strike with 
fists and shins as quick as thought. His ruthless master pushed him so hard 
that even his interface acknowledged his growth. 

Congratulations! You have achieved Rank 4 in Long Spear. 

You have achieved Rank 4 in Golden Realm Kung Fu. 

You have achieved Rank 4 with Gladius. 

You have achieved Rank 4 with Fangtian Ji. 

And even that wasn’t enough. 

For all that continued practice made it all the easier to use his Qi 
Abilities, Piercing Strike still seemed to be beyond him. Yet thanks to the 


constant practice, his fingertips were suffering a constant dull throb, and his 
sense of the various types of Qi in relation to his body had improved 
dramatically. He could both see and sense not only wards infused with 
Earth and other elemental manifestations of Qi, but also the streams of Qi 
emanating forth, causing the effect. 

When he told his master this, the strange glance he earned left him a bit 
puzzled. He had thought it obvious. If he couldn't see and sense the Qi 
fields, how was he expected to pierce his opponent's wards in any case? 

Then Master Liu had flashed a cruel smile, his hand suddenly holding a 
tiny ball of flame. 

"Then let's see just how well you can sense and influence another's Qi, 
shall we, Alex?" 

Alex’s eyes widened as a tiny stream of flame licked his left ear with 
exquisite control, for all that he had yelped and stumbled back. 

His master had only grinned. “Did you feel that, Alex?” 

"Yes! That hurt!" 

“Don’t be a child. I barely singed a hair! I mean did you feel the stream 
of Elemental Qi coalesce and form?” 

Alex inhaled to snap out an angry retort before suddenly blinking, 
realizing he had indeed felt something. 

His mentor flashed a satisfied smile. 

“Pain, I find, can be a wonderful tool for reinforcing vital lessons. And 
far better you train with the same tension you would expect on the 
battlefield. The good habits you ingrain will make it that much more likely 
you will survive. Ready yourself, Disciple. Your lessons have just begun!” 

And Alex spent the rest of the day desperately pivoting and dodging 
away from his mentor’s cruel flame whips, all but sobbing with exhaustion 
when the day finally ended, a mass of cuts, bruises, and anxious flinches 
when his master approached. 

“Not bad for our first true session of practice, Alex. Of course, I’m 
going to push you twice as hard tomorrow.” 

Alex groaned. As frantic and desperate as he had been, as many times as 
his master had attacked and burned him with what he had assured were the 
weakest of spells, Alex had only been able to turn aside his master’s attacks 
just once. 

Qi Deflection is presently at Rank 0. You do not yet fully comprehend 
this art. 


Alex groaned and sighed, so exhausted he didn’t even bother eating 
before going to bed. 
At least his interface had given it a cool name. 
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iercing Strike! 
Alex winced as his fingertips once again smacked against the 
rigid Qi Earthen Shield. No matter how hard he focused his Qi, 
visualizing it like a laser trying to melt through steel, he could never quite 
mirror the success of his one successful strike executed days before. No 
matter the full night's sleep he had gotten, and this morning no one was 
looking over his shoulder, so he should be calm as a lake on a windless day. 

But it just wasn’t working. 

Adderstrike! Adderstrike! Adderstrike! 

He did take some comfort in his increasing ability to chain his 
Adderstrike blows as he did on the other test dummies. And though the 
latest pair of Qi disciplines his master had showed him seemed to be far 
beyond his skills, it didn't mean he was going to waste his entire day in 
futility. 

His preferred weapon in hand once more, he practiced Bullrush in 
conjunction with pivot and spin techniques using his training ji, feeling a 
surge of satisfaction with the jarring clang of half-moon axe head against 
armored helm. 

Because if he could get the drop on his enemies with just one Qi burned 
on Bullrush instead of using it twice? All the better. But for ideal 
positioning, two jumps were still best. 

And between intense training and using his Dual Path Cultivation 
technique to quickly restore his Qi, he made good use of the afternoon, 


feeling like he had managed to breach yet another threshold with both of his 
core Qi abilities. 

Adderstrike is now Rank 3. - You can now chain attacks faster than 
ever! 

Bullrush is now Rank 2 (4). - Extended range discovered. You now 
suffer no disorientation, can control excess inertia, and can pivot and strike 
against a target beside or behind you with zero penalties. (If you have 
sufficiently rehearsed your attack sequence!) 

Qi Deflection is Rank 0. You have yet to fully comprehend this art. 

Piercing Strike is Rank 0. You have yet to fully comprehend this art. 

With a grim smile, Alex took the last message to heart, spending a good 
extra hour on the training grounds Bullrushing several feet behind the target 
dummies on their shield side before pivoting and striking with his ji, 
delivering lethal blows at an angle that assured his foe would be in no 
position to strike before Alex had already cleaved off their heads. 

Or so he hoped. 

Then he froze after delivering his last strike, feeling a killing aura 
behind him. 

Alex raised his ji in a sudden panic. 


BEFORE SIGHING WITH HEARTFELT RELIEF. 

It was only his master. 

Then he swallowed, taking in Liu Jian's killing gaze, his deadly aura, 
struck once more by the irrefutable fact that his mentor was no simple 
alchemist. 

As to what exactly he was... 

Alex didn't dare ask. 

“Master?” He said at last, wincing under the weight of his master’s 
gaze. 

“T think I’ve pinpointed the source of the disturbances within my 
forest.” Liu Jian flashed an icy smile. “I hope you’ve mastered your Qi 
attacks, Alex.” 

Alex just blinked and stared at his mentor. “Forgive me, sir. Qi 
Deflection... Piercing Strike... I just can’t quite seem to grasp the pair of 
them, no matter how much I practice.” 

His mentor snorted. “I’d be surprised if you could.” 


Alex furrowed his brow. “But you said...” 
“Get some sleep, Alex. We’|l talk more about it tomorrow.” 


But MucH To Alex’s surprise, his mentor ignored the dummies and the 
mock weaponry after they kitted up the next day. He didn’t even bother 
setting up any elemental barriers for Alex to futilely pound his hands 
against either. Instead, he passed Alex a gladius and the ji he now knew so 
well it was almost a part of him, before leading Alex along a path to the 
nearby woods. 

“Master Liu?” Alex softly said, the hushed quiet of the forest inspiring 
the same in him. 

"Your training will be different today, Alex. I think it's time we took a 
look at what exactly is causing such disturbances in the Qi nearby." He 
scowled at Alex's ji, quite different from his own hunting spear. "Not 
necessarily the best choice, but it has been tempered in the blood of a 
greater spirit beast, and it did not bend or break. Most importantly, it’s a 
weapon you know well. Its edges will never dull for you, and the shaft will 
not break against any mortal weapon, so long as you're the one holding it." 

Alex blinked, his polearm looking just the same as it had the day before, 
with its crescent blades and spear point reminding Alex so much of 
European halberds, though admittedly this weapon was far cooler looking. 
And after hundreds of hours of practice, it truly did feel like an extension of 
his hands, and he had been amazed to find the edges honed to such wicked 
sharpness. 

“I'm surprised it didn't dull or pit after that fight with the greater spirit 
tiger. Its blood should have scoured the blade, right?" 

The older man just smiled and shook his head. "No, Alex. Any weapon 
wielded by a cultivator while hunting spirit beasts gains some prowess from 
the experience, as if a bit of the life force of the creature remains. But with 
greater spirit beasts, that potency is so much more. And with you, a virgin, 
landing the killing blow, to say nothing of the sacrifices you had been 
willing to make, all of that had an effect on just how much potency your 
weapon could absorb.” 

Alex flushed. "Really? The spiritual energy was aware of the state of 
my personal life?" 


The alchemist grinned. “What personal life, Disciple? I already know 
you will never break my daughter’s trust. All you do is spar, compound, and 
cultivate.” He gave an approving nod. “As it should be.” 

Alex chuckled ruefully at that. "Fair enough, Master Liu. Where are we 
headed to, exactly?" 

The elder cultivator abruptly held up his hand as they approached the 
edge of the woods. 

Stealth Rank 2 achieved. 

They had been traveling for quite some time, Alex losing himself in 
mirroring Master Liu’s careful movements, surprised to find they had come 
such a distance. When his mentor pulled back the foliage just before the 
clearing ahead, Alex was awed and chilled by the sight that met his eyes. 

An imposing fortress of wood surrounded by an open palisade could be 
seen, and for a split second, Alex had thought settlers had forged a new 
town to tackle the wilderness. 

Then Alex heard the screams. 

His eyes widened as his nose wrinkled with the scent of a toxic miasma. 

Cold dread flooded through him. He turned to Liu Jian. 

“Master, what’s going on?” 

The older man’s dark eyes seemed to crackle with intensity. Alex 
instinctively stepped back as a dark green killing aura suddenly radiated 
from the man. 

“Diabolists. Here in my woods. That they would dare!” 

Alex said nothing, just gazed at the man radiating such a deadly aura 
who moments before had seemed more an eccentric mentor than anything 
else. Before, Alex had wondered if his rank had been as much a gift of 
prestige or simple alchemical knack as anything else. But now? Now it was 
as if his mentor had ripped off his genial mask to reveal his true nature at 
last, radiating an aura so fearsome that Alex suspected even the deadly 
Elder Ying of the Jianghu sect would give pause before daring to confront 
the cultivator before Alex now. 

The man’s intense gaze met Alex’s own as the sound of screams 
intensified. “We have no time for reconnaissance. If those victims, whoever 
they are, are to have any chance of surviving what’s coming, we need to act 
now. Are you ready?” 

Alex nodded. “You know I am.” 


Liu Jian flashed an ice-cold smile. “Good. Then your mission is simple. 
While I draw the attention of the diabolical filth within, you are to enter that 
fortress, find where the victims are located, and free them. That is all.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. 

His mentor’s eyes narrowed. “We are wasting time, boy. If you would 
truly walk the path of the righteous hero, it must be here. It must be now!” 

Alex clenched his fists upon the shaft of his weapon. “As you said. 
Lives are on the line. I’m in.” 

“Good. They will no doubt leave one or two guards to threaten or kill 
the captives, in case I prove more than their match, threatening to take the 
lives of the innocent if I don’t surrender.” 

Alex nodded, understanding his role as they broke free of cover, racing 
towards the palisade ahead, as the screams raised in pitch, one breaking off 
in a dying gurgle that made Alex flinch. 

“Separate! Head west. I shall strike to the east. And whichever fool they 
leave guarding the captives...” 

Alex dipped his head. “They’re as good as dead.” 

His mentor flashed a mirthless smile, Alex blinked as he felt his mentor 
slip several vials into his palm. “Fight with care, lad. If you die on me, I’Il 
never here the end of it from my little Li.” 

Alex nodded, placing the potions in storage. “But how are you going to 
get there...” 

And the words died on his lips as he saw Master Liu’s deadly green aura 
twist and writhe as a ball of caustic slime shot free from his palm before 
arcing over the palisade, and Alex could only hope that the fresh screams he 
heard were not the captives. 

But the effect was profound and immediate as a dozen men dressed in 
patchwork armor roared and flooded out the open palisade entrance, 
charging a laughing Liu Jian who all but invited them to close as he mocked 
them. 

“So! More diabolist scum dares to invade these lands! It’s time for you 
fools to fall to Death’s blade, as has every intruder before you!” 

The lead diabolist snarled, eyes blazing with crimson hate. Alex felt a 
cold chill as he sensed a deadly black-crimson aura flow over the man, his 
limbs bulging grotesquely, his formerly baggy, poorly fitted armor of 
leather and rawhide was now tightly fitted to his muscular frame. 


Alex hissed, feeling the creature radiate a cultivator's strength, its forked 
tongue whispering horrific syllables that made the air writhe and bleed until 
a massive crimson trident manifested itself out of thin air. 

“You should have stayed in your den, Alchemist! But you dare to 
interfere in that which does not concern you. For your temerity, there can be 
only one reward. Death!” 

With those words, the entire band roared and charged forward, and 
although most radiated the strength of frenzied madness alone, Alex sensed 
the killing aura of other infernalists among them. 

But one glance into Liu Jian’s furious countenance and he knew his 
master would never forgive him if he didn’t seize the moment and act. 

He raced for the palisade entrance, not daring to tap his Qi until the time 
was right. 

“Intruder!” screamed one wild-eyed man armed with a bladed staff, 
popping up just in front of Alex. 

Foe has been critically hit. Foe has perished. Experience earned. 

Before gazing out with eyes filled with horrific wonder, blinking once 
in confusion as Alex’s ji lashed out almost of its own accord, splitting the 
man’s skull just like he had split so many coconuts and self-repairing 
bronze helmets during his endless daily training sessions. Only now there 
was almost no resistance as his weapon windmilled forward, just the 
slightest jarring crack, and Alex didn’t hesitate to twist and jerk back, 
quickly dislodging his weapon and charging forward, ji in high guard to 
lunge or snap around in a second killing blow as automatically as blinking, 
so deeply were the instincts ingrained within him now. 

Alex ignored the hot blood spatter running down his face, doing his best 
to dispel the awful stench of blood, offal, and death that the inner 
compound reeked of, as Master Liu’s words, boosted by some odd Qi 
power, echoed through the compound entirely. 

“My name is Liu Jian, and I claim these woodlands as my own! Any 
fey, mortal, or demon that wishes to contest my claim must face me now, or 
forever accede to my dominion!” 

Alex’s eyes widened at the gall of his master, when the sudden roaring 
from the rear of the compound as wooden buildings were smashed aside by 
a hideous creature of blood, shadow, and death pushing its way forward, 
and Alex realized that yes, there had been a point to the challenge, as the 
nightmare horror and another score of followers clamoring behind it 


quickly charged out to the field beyond, none glancing the way of a 
suddenly terrified Alex who swung around to the left of the massive 
compound as the hoard of foes poured out the front gate from the rightmost 
entrance. 

Alex wasted not a second, his cautious footsteps turning to a mad sprint 
as a young girl’s screams tore through the compound. 

There! 

Leftmost entrance, guarded by a pair of obese guards armed with little 
more than the dao at their waists and hot, predatory glares. 

One of their eyes widened at Alex's presence. "Hey, you! You're 
supposed to be out front with the master! Wait... you're not one of the new 
recruits!" 

And before the larger man could say another word, Alex had speared 
him with his ji, surprised to find how easily the blade punctured what even 
he could tell was toughened rawhide, shaped and molded. 

But he wasted no time in extraneous thought as his foe was smashed off 
his feet, Alex stepping back and windmilling his weapon to intercept the 
dao slashing for his face before tearing open the brow of the second guard 
in a shower of blood, whipping the tip of his spearhead in a weaving slash 
before stepping back and snapping his polearm back into low guard. 

His dazed foe just stared at him in odd disbelief, one hand clamping 
against the massive flap of skin on his brow, stumbling back a single foot, 
sword held in a shaking grip, blinking away a stream of blood from his 
eyes. "Who are you? We’ve never struck a Ruidian caravan. Why are you 
attacking us?” 

Alex and the second guardsman gazed at each other for an awful, 
endless moment, as if the man was unable to believe that Alex had just 
killed his companion and attempted to kill him, and Alex shocked to find he 
had just taken two lives in less than a minute. 

Then with a roar, Alex exploded off his back foot, lashing out with his ji 
in a cleaving chop, the half-moon axe head blasting through the man’s skull 
in a shower of blood and bone, his enemy’s desperately raised dao 
effortlessly knocked aside, no match for the power behind the polearm’s 
cleaving blow. 

For a long moment, Alex stared down at the grizzly remains of the men 
he had just butchered in hot blood, remembering countless conversations 
with his childhood friends about which was truly deadlier, a sword or a 


spear. And the answer was here before him, written in blood, so devastating 
an advantage the extra 3 feet of reach and the ability to hold the shaft in two 
hands for maximum leverage and control had been, blasting right through 
his opponent's confused defenses. 

Polearms had been kings of the battlefield for a reason, whether or not 
fantasy stories or his favorite MMORPGs had ever gotten it right. 

Alex! 

He gasped as Liu Jian’s thoughts slammed into his meridian, his master 
somehow using the very power of Qi to project thoughts not into his mind, 
but into his very center of being. 

"An archdemon is present! I cannot kill, only delay! Rescue the captives 
and close the rift!" 

Alex’s eyes widened as he snapped out of his daze. Close a rift? How 
was he supposed to do that? 

He shook his head. It was a pointless question. There was no way he 
could answer it unless he actually survived long enough to reach his target, 
and he already knew he was going in. 

He took a deep breath, girding himself for the nightmare he was about 
to embrace, compelled into desperate action by the screams beyond. 

But he forced himself to stop for one crucial moment before entering 
the dimly lit keep proper, caressing his blood-spattered ji's half-moon axe 
heads and spear tip with his ring before sipping deep of the contents within 
himself. 

And once he entered that awful wooden palisade full of winding 
corridors, screams, and the stench of blood, he felt as if his life had come 
full circle. A thousand years encapsulated in a few months savoring the 
outside world before being trapped in the bowels of that terrible ship once 
more. 

And when a second pair of racing guards stumbled around a corer, 
armored in the same baggy rawhide as the others had been, Alex didn't 
hesitate to lunge forward, blasting through the first soldier's pathetic attempt 
to parry, shattering the man's solar plexus with the force of his blow. 

The diabolist crumpled, eyes rolling in the back of his head, blood 
spurting from mouth, nose, and chest as Alex yanked his ji free with a 
furious wrench, instinctively raising his weapon in a high hanging guard as 
the second guard screamed and charged forward. 


Before Alex smashed his foe’s dao off line while darting back, both 
hands now on his ji and giving him absolute leverage and control before 
slamming forward a heartbeat later, his deadly weapon blasting through the 
stomach of the man whose full weight crashed into Alex, effectively 
running up his point like a boar until the crescent blades jerked him to a 
sudden stop, blood and intestines spurting everywhere as the diabolist 
crumpled to the ground, eyes wide with horror and unspeakable pain as he 
felt Death's caress through the magnificent rent now in his abdomen. 

Alex tore his weapon free, and a single hard stomp of his boot to the 
man’s neck put him out of his agony for good. 

Five foes have fallen before you! Their potency is now your own! 

Experience earned! 

Alex’s eyes widened as the sweet rush of power flowing into his soul 
caressed him, but the increasingly desperate cries of victims being 
sacrificed burned the wicked joy away. 

Terror alone compelled him now as he dashed through the winding 
corridors, expertly pivoting as he lashed out with fearsome, unexpected 
lunges at any enemy he ran into before they could do more than blink at the 
weapon that had ruptured their abdomen, neck, or skull, with streams of 
deadly bile just one more tactic that allowed him to survive as his enemies 
fell. 

Alex felt a chill of horror as a dual dao-wielding diabolist roared and 
charged forward, his whirling blades slicing through the air. To hesitate was 
death, Master Liu having ingrained that lesson into Alex's thick skull more 
than any other. Even as his mind froze, knowing he had no chance of 
countering both those blades if his foe closed, his weapon was already 
plunging forward. And Alex was indeed grateful for his mentor's grueling 
training regimen as his ji snaked between the pair of dao and found its 
mark, two-handed grip giving him leverage his foe’s panicked parry 
couldn't hope counter. 

His enemy's desperate final swing, as if hoping to slice Alex's throat 
before the polearm jerked him to a halt, came to nothing, the dao clanging 
against Alex's armor with little force as shock robbed the man of all 
strength, crumpling to the ground with a piteous groan. 

Even as Alex shook away the shock and horror threatening to 
overwhelm him, certain truths about himself had become unmistakably 
clear in the crucible of battle. As mad and chaotic as this frantic dash for 


captives in a fortress of his enemies was, he seemed to have a knack for 
instantaneous reactions in the moments where most people froze with 
surprise. 

On the ship, it had been fire and venom that had seen him through. 

Here, it was the result of many months of intensive training in polearm 
use that made the difference between life and the brutal death his enemies 
would give him, mouth full of caustic brew a final trump card when all else 
failed. Yet it was a card he was reluctant to play, having only coated his 
weapon once during this hunt, for the same reason he forbore using his Qi 
attacks at all, Liu Jian’s unspoken warning resonating within him still. 

His surprisingly deadly mentor might be able to handle corrupted 
cultivators, but Alex’s best bet was to fly beneath their notice. If he pulsed 
even a flicker of his power, deadly infernalists would realize that more than 
one cultivator had dared to challenge them, and worse, had penetrated the 
keep itself. He was almost certain that Biochemical Mastery was less likely 
to trigger a metaphoric flag than Adderstrike, but he was reluctant to use 
either, unless he had no choice. 

He was jolted free of brooding reflection when his unsuspecting flesh 
was pierced by tainted steel. 

In that horrific moment of shock and pain, he realized that his hunt was 
over. 

He had just become the prey. 

Perception Check failed! You have been struck from behind! Lamellar 
armor pierced! Killing blow mitigated to Medium Wound and 35 damage. 
Bleeding Wound status in effect! You have saved against Stunning blow! 

Even as shock sought to overwhelm him, he could visualize his 
mentor’s fierce, disapproving gaze. “Don’t stand there like a flummoxed 
fool, boy. Pivot and strike, just as I taught you! Just as you’ve practiced for 
a thousand hours, your body knowing this dance at least as well as your 
mind!” 

And Alex’s arms were already moving as he twisted his hips and spine 
while snapping back with the butt end of his ji, his weapon cracking against 
an unseen foe who groaned, the deadly blade that had pierced his back 
going no further as Alex pivoted and spun, holding back a gasp as he felt 
the weapon pull free of his flesh, clanking upon the ground. 

“We blooded him. Finish him off!” roared a guttural voice, and Alex 
fought with every fiber of his injured being just to keep from falling under 


his enemies’ killing blades. 

Spin and strike! Sweeping blow to knock weapons aside. Leap back and 
thrust! 

His mentor’s words flowed through him, almost as if he were by Alex’s 
side, his arms moving almost of their own accord as he glimpsed his 
polearm cleave one shrieking cultist’s wrist in half, another dao flying free 
as Alex leaped back from the remaining three who charged at that moment, 
the central one coming to an abrupt stop, eyes wide with the horror of death 
as Alex’s weapon tore through his throat. 

Quickness check made! 

You have taken one Light Wound and 15 damage! 

And then all was madness as the two still-armed cultists charged as one, 
Alex just barely getting his reinforced forearm up in time to bat aside the 
dao swinging for his neck, the steel blade clanging against the metal bar 
welded to his cuir bouilli wrist guard, the painful jolt nothing compared to 
the pain of death. Yet Alex failed to counter the second dao that tore 
through his armor and into his shoulder. He could only roll with the blow so 
it didn’t bite too deep and smack the shaft of his ji at the man’s face, buying 
Alex a single moment’s pause as blood spilled from his wounds. 

Moments away from death, he had no choice but to close. 

Grappling initiated. Skill check successful. You have closed with your 
opponent! 

He rushed inside the closest swordsman’s guard, drawing his far shorter 
gladius and thrusting in a single practiced motion as he had a hundred times 
before when dueling a laughing Liu Li who knew just how to pivot her hips 
and send him tumbling before his blade could strike true. 

Not so the wide-eyed cultivator before him now, rancid breath washing 
over him in a dying wheeze as Alex’s blade plunged deep into his bowels, 
before Alex tore it free. 

Finesse check made! 

The man stiffened and gasped, unable to swing his sword as his arm 
spasmed and clenched, but stiff enough for Alex to pivot around and shove 
toward the one enemy still standing so the cultist’s blade plunged into the 
already dying man’s abdomen, Alex seizing the moment of confusion as the 
remaining infernalist cursed his fate, wrenching his dao free of his dying 
companion, only to blink with confusion as one powerful Ruidian hand 


clamped against sword wrist, the other jamming a razor-sharp gladius under 
his chin and into his brain. 

The infernalist had time for only a single blink of confusion before his 
eyes rolled back, collapsing in death, Alex yanking his bloody blade free 
before it was torn from his grip. 

For an endless moment, Alex’s heart raced with fiercest triumph, having 
survived an ambush that should have sent him crashing back into the River 
of Souls. It was everything he could do not to howl his victory. But only for 
a moment, his eyes quickly darting about the room, catching sight of the 
still sobbing cultist mewling at the savaged ruin of his hand, still spurting 
blood. 

Alex frowned, knowing he had knocked back at least one more man. 

Duck! 

Trusting his instinct, he dived into a roll before springing back to his 
feet and spinning around, armored forearm ringing with pain as he parried a 
flurry of deadly cleaving crosscuts from a furious-looking infernalist that 
fought with the mad strength of a cultivator. Far faster and deadlier with a 
dao than any foe Alex had ever faced before. 

“T’ll see you dead for what you’ve done, Ruidian scum!” the snarling 
man promised. 

Before stumbling back with a lurch, eyes widening with shock, having 
just avoided the stream of caustic bile Alex had spat from between his teeth. 

Quickness check made! Preferred weapon equipped once more! 

Alex forbore from trying to close with the man who wielded his dao 
with such chilling speed and grace, taking advantage of his foe stumbling 
back to leap for his own discarded fangtian ji, his enemy’s eyes widening 
with dismay that quickly turned to a killing glare. 

“T will claim every last ounce of your blood, Ruidian!” Said the 
pockmarked cultivator, trembling with fury. “You have made an enemy of 
Bloody Wei, and when I’m done with you, your soul will be begging to 
serve me in Hell!” 

The infernalist charged forward with a howl, and Alex knew his life was 
in genuine peril. Everything depended on him connecting with his enemy 
before the blisteringly fast cultivator could strike true. 

He did not dare over-commit in the lunge, nor aim for deadly cleaving 
cuts. Instead he stepped back and pivoted even as he lashed out with a 
sweeping strike aimed just above his foe’s knees. 


The man snarled, leaping over the shaft of Alex’s weapon, but only at 
the cost of losing his own rhythm of attack, forced to stumble into his own 
defensive role as Alex’s ji snaked out for a killing blow. 

Bloody Wei hissed and snarled, flourishing his dao once more as he 
charged, and Alex felt his heart lurch as the man’s blistering series of 
inhumanly fast slashes actually managed to bat his ji aside. 

Had he not been fighting in retreat, his weapon’s shaft always guarding 
his line as his foe contended with a constant flurry of defensive blows, Alex 
might be little better than the man still sobbing over his ruptured hand. And 
Bloody Wei knew this as well, as evidenced by his dark smile as inhuman 
speed and skill as he steadily closed the distance, despite Alex’s greater 
reach and desperate maneuvering. 

“Soon, Ruidian. Soon your blood will pour forth from the thousand 
lacerations I will inflict upon your screaming flesh!” 

Alex smiled back, and perhaps his foe understood then why Alex was so 
silent, eyes widening in memory of the caustic spittle that had almost scored 
his flesh. 

“No!” Bloody Wei cursed, flinching and dodging left as Alex spat a 
completely harmless glob of spittle at the man, his ji simultaneously lashing 
out for the man’s suddenly vulnerable legs. 

The infernal cultivator howled, sensing his doom as he desperately 
lurched even farther back, dodging the half-moon blades but not the last 2 
inches of the razor-sharp double-edged spearhead that cleanly cleaved 
through his left shin, the man stumbling to the ground with a desperate 
scream. 

And no matter how brilliant he was with a blade, no matter how much 
he screamed and begged, it was over. 

Even if he was so supernaturally skilled as to successfully protect his 
skull from a polearm’s cleaving blows, he couldn’t protect his extremities 
nearly as well. A half dozen furious chops delivered at maximum range 
soon separated Bloody Wei from the very bloody remains of his legs. 

Alex coldly circled the now shrieking, dying cultivator, pausing only a 
heartbeat to spin around and plunge his fangtian ji through the chest of the 
one guard who had just popped around the corner before crashing to the 
ground in sudden unexpected death. Before dodging to the left a heartbeat 
later, twisting away from the desperately thrown Dao he had just known his 
foe would launch for his head, hearing it clank against the back wall before 


slowly closing on the now shrieking Bloody Wei who was begging for 
mercy, swearing to serve Alex for all his remaining days. 

Alex said not a word, simply finishing the gristly task he had started, his 
weapon blasting through the cultivator’s skull before he wrenched it free 
with an audible crack. Only after making sure his deadliest foe would never 
rise again did he bother with the final survivor who was stumbling back on 
shaky feet, holding up his maimed hand and blubbering in frantic 
desperation, before Alex silenced him forever as well. 

Alex paused, then, taking in his surroundings as the hollers and shouts 
of disorganized men, few as they were, could still be heard, finding himself 
before yet another corridor of rough-cut logs in this maze-like fortress still 
leaking sap the color of blood. He couldn't help but wonder if this entire 
maze with its odd, zig-zag pattern and the grizzly carvings of twisted 
winged creatures feasting upon helpless men wasn't all some odd construct 
of darkest Qi or whatever foul energies these diabolists used. 

Alex shook his head, not daring to hesitate even a moment longer. He 
knew his rapid blitzkrieg movement was the only reason he _ had 
encountered a single hastily put-together ambush. He might not be fully 
oriented, but equally important, he didn’t think any surviving cultivator had 
any idea where he was either. 

It was only then that the pain and fatigue finally hit him, stumbling for 
just a second as he slipped on a puddle of blood. 

His own. 

Four mortal foes and one Bronze Cultivator have fallen before you! 
Their potency is now your own! 

Experience earned! 

He was chilled to think that perhaps the initial backstab had done a lot 
more damage than he had first realized, that it was his boosted Vitality and 
battle-fury alone that had kept him going for so long. And he suspected the 
jolt of energy he had received with each kill was the only reason why he 
was still upright. Maybe the only reason why he was still among the living 
as well. 

He grimaced as the room began to spin. 

As much as he hated the thought of using up such precious resources, 
now was not the time to stint. With that thought in mind, he forced himself 
to drink down one of the ruby red potions Master Liu had insisted he take in 


those mad moments before they had split up, even if dying captives might 
need it at least as much as he. 

Because no captive would be saved if he was dead. 

Silver Rank Masterwork Healing Potion imbibed. All bleeding & 
Critical Wounds stabilized. 1 Health recovered per second for the next 200 
seconds. 1 Wound Tier alleviated per 10 seconds for the next 200 seconds. 

He took a deep breath, centering himself, sensing no one else nearby. 

Good. 

He allowed himself to sink into a healing trance for a full minute before 
he felt the last of his injuries fade. 

Blade quickly re-coated and mouth full once more, he darted around the 
corridor, thrusting his ji to impale any stalking enemy that might be there. 

His weapon caressed nothing but air. 

The passageway was empty, save the desperate howls at the end of this 
final shadowy corridor, Alex struck by the sudden miasma of dread 
emanating in pulsating waves from the dark chamber beyond. 

And when he fought his mounting dread, approaching on cautious feet, 
he found himself at the lip of a vast, imposing chamber whose hideous 
walls seemed to soar impossibly high, illuminated by sourceless crimson 
light that pulsated to the beat of drums of flesh and bone being pounded 
upon by a living corpse, or so it looked to Alex. The creature was 
emaciated, sores covered its entire body, broken teeth wide in a rictus of a 
grin, gazing sightlessly out of cavernous sockets dripping pus and ichor. 
And how Alex sensed it all with such crystalline clarity when he was easily 
a hundred steps away was beyond him. 

Yet the vast chamber was just barely large enough for the crimson 
pentagram at its heart, glistening as if painted with fresh blood. And 
chained at the periphery of this nightmare construct were over two dozen 
desperate, wide-eyed people, many wearing the torn and tattered finery of 
wealthy merchants or lesser nobles, others wearing plainer linen, all utterly 
alike in their desperate screams and pleas for mercy. 

And as horrific as the sight was, what truly made Alex’s heart pound 
with dread was the sliver of absolute darkness manifesting in the center of 
the pentagram... and the hideous tendrils of ropy flesh comprised of a 
thousand fused souls howling in torment, all of them twisted into the shape 
of a massive black claw now trying to force its way free. 


“Yes!” roared a powerfully built man with massive arms and thighs 
thick as oaks, his ugly, misshapen jaw curling into a vicious grin as he 
whipped about a massive ball and chain, snapping it around almost as easily 
as Alex had once manipulated yoyo’s, a lifetime ago. “Soon our lord will 
break free, and all those fools who dared to mock me at the academy will 
pay for their insults in blood!” 

The monster who radiated the power of someone far beyond basic 
cultivation, no doubt a Bronze Ogre at the very least, turned to the only 
other occupant not blinded or tied to the pentagram, everyone else 
screaming in terror as that infernal claw trying to tear itself free of the 
dimensional rift that Alex could only guess led straight to Hell, reached for 
helpless flesh. 

The shriveled, ugly old man who looked as jaded and corrupted as a 
former monk forever strayed from the righteous path could look, laughed 
gutturally, spitting black phlegm and sneering at the victims with contempt 
as he breathed deep of the unholy energy. 

“That is right, Feng Quan. Our master will soon break through and 
make his mark upon the Golden Realms, tearing entire city-states free of 
this fragile world, and sending them hurtling into the abyss when he finally 
ascends to the black throne!” 

He then snarled, his head snapping Alex’s way, eyes blazing with an 
eldritch inner light, his hands roiling with flame. Alex could sense the 
destructive Qi even from this distance, suddenly realizing his dire peril. 

“An intruder broke through!” the corrupted monk hissed. “Master Vile 
will reward us well if we take his head.” 

The giant, wearing a massive breastplate of steel, a kilt of chainmail, 
thick rawhide boots, and little else, just laughed. "Wonderful! A fresh toy 
for my meteor hammer! Come forward, little worm, and see what comes of 
daring to cross a Bronze Ogre only a half-step away from Silver Giant!” 

Alex clenched his jaw as terror, disgust, and a furious desire to make 
these monsters pay all flooded through him. His heart broke as he glimpsed 
desperate eyes belonging to savaged women and children among the others, 
all struggling futilely against their manacles. Their plight burned away all 
hesitation, all fear. 

Trembling fists tightly clenched his near indestructible fangtian ji. 

Even if he were to die here and now, he would accept it. 


He knew all too well what it was like to stare into the pitiless face of 
death, desperate for a savior, for a kind tur of fate, ever in the back of his 
mind that terrible year he had lost his father, his siblings, and was stricken 
with cancer. 

But mercy never came. 

He had died and been reborn, and now dozens of others were doomed to 
suffer a fate even worse than death. 

He could never go back in time and save his family in their final 
desperate moments, or spare that idealistic young man determined to make 
his mark upon the world from the terrible wasting sickness that had spelled 
his end before he could amount to anything at all. 

But damn if he couldn’t at least try to save the people before him! 

To be the hero for them, that he could never be for himself. 

All this raced through his mind in an eyeblink, noting the way Feng 
Quan twirled his ball and chain, smirking so cruelly as Alex jogged 
forward, knowing Alex had no chance of even getting close before his body 
exploded against the force of that whistling ball of steel. 

Alex glared his hate at that smirking monster. 

Feng Quan laughed. “Hating until the last, boy? That alone I can 
respect! Now come, worm, die fighting me, unless you wish our fallen 
monk to set your very soul ablaze!” 

Alex said nothing, merely pivoting his approaching jog, so the giant 
blocked the view of the fire mage, even now snarling at Alex's maneuver. 

“He thinks to dodge my glorious flame, death brother. Show him what 
comes of daring to mock us with his very existence!” hissed the older man. 

“Gladly!” roared the giant, his steel ball whistling through the air. 

Quickness check made! 

The ground Alex had stood upon just a heartbeat before exploded in a 
shower of dirt and stone. A blow that would have easily ruptured even a 
solid bronze breastplate, as if the giant wielded not a medieval weapon but 
a cannon ball. 

The diabolic cultivator’s eyes widened with surprise. Not just that Alex 
had dodged, but that, for a heartbeat, he was nowhere to be seen at all. 

Bullrush! 

Adderstrike! Adderstrike! 

The giant’s choked out a furious growl as Alex’s ji blasted into his 
jugular with all the force and fury he could muster, hitting hard enough to 


shatter oak. Not once, but twice. 

Primary Elemental Ward has been ruptured! Dark Path Infernal Ward 
still in effect! 

Alex blinked in momentary disbelief even as his surprised foe managed 
a smirk, a casual smack of his arm sending Alex’s weapon cartwheeling 
away, for all that he coughed up blood. "Fool! To think any lesser would 
dare to strike an Ogre! Do you truly think you can pierce my..." 

Then he screamed as Alex lifted up on the balls of his foot and shin- 
kicked in the most unorthodox of places, blasting into the man’s crotch. 

And he did not stop there, taking advantage of his foe’s momentary 
shock, quickly drawing his gladius and plunging his blade into his foe’s 
femoral artery in the heartbeats the monster was distracted by pain. Yet 
before Alex could dart away and regroup, his nemesis had already dropped 
his ball and chain, grabbing Alex’s shoulders with fingers as strong and 
powerful as steel. 

Alex gasped as agony flooded through him, his backup weapon 
clanking to the ground. And for all his desperate blows, the giant’s mail 
skirt had saved him from a gushing femoral artery. Though Alex suspected 
it was the diabolic cultivator’s inhuman resilience, or perhaps that infernal 
ward his interface had noted, that had spared him any significant injury 
from normal strikes. Even the naked flesh underneath the mail skirt that 
Alex had managed to score had suffered only the most insignificant of 
injuries, a single drop of blood trickling down the giant’s leg. 

Save versus shattered arms made! Damage reduced to _ hairline 
fractures. You have taken 30 damage and 2 Light Wounds! Combat 
penalties muted by battle-frenzy! Kill on! 

The giant glared with hate-filled eyes. “I will make you pay for that, 
worm! I will tear your arms free of your own body and beat you to death 
with them!” 

And Alex’s eyes widened with horror, unable to believe the strength and 
resilience of this monster. He had survived multiple Adderstrikes right to 
his jugular with a weapon that had butchered so many armored foes that 
night without any Qi being used at all. 

It chilled Alex to see a living foe using defenses he before had only to 
contend with on a dummy, but all the same, the damage to his foe’s crotch 
had gotten through. 

Perception check made! 


Then Alex smiled even as his arms were forced from their sockets one 
awful millimeter at a time, his foe holding him in such contempt as to 
slowly pull him apart at arm’s length. But instead of piteous howls for 
mercy, all the infernal cultivator earned for his torments were grimaced lips 
dribbling caustic brew, Alex still, somehow, finding the strength to cock his 
legs back and twist his body, gambling his life and arms on sheer 
desperation, before lashing out with both feet against the giant’s face. 

Insight gained! Adderstrike is the ultimate thrusting attack, whether by 
spear, fist, or in your case, shins! And what says thrust more than a double 
heel strike to the jaw? Feet of fury indeed! 

In the moment of contact, your strike point is invulnerable. With your 
entire body the blade that strikes, even your tortured arms are invulnerable 
and will not be pulled free of your torso as you reach maximum extension, 
bursting free of your foe! 

You have had a breakthrough in your comprehension of Adderstrike! 
Adderstrike is now Rank 4! 

Jerking out of the giant’s awful grip as both feet smashed against teeth 
and bone, his foe crying out and stumbling back. 

Finesse check made! Back on your feet! Strength check made! Your 
shoulders are still in their sockets! 20 damage and 2 additional Light 
Wounds suffered! Combat penalties muted by battle-frenzy! 

And Alex flipped back to his feet just in time to dodge a massive fist 
that would have torn off his jaw, if it had connected. 

The bloody monster howled; broken nose, shattered teeth, and wobbly 
stance making it clear that even his infernal ward had limits, though trying 
to pierce it without Qi strikes was almost futile. But Alex’s reserves had 
already dipped significantly, and despite chaining so many deadly attacks 
together, Alex had suffered nearly as much as his monstrous foe. 

“T will kill you, worm!” Feng Quan roared, massive hands reaching for 
the young cultivator once more. 

And Alex let him, understanding in that moment the one attack sure to 
penetrate his foe’s defenses. 

Dodging one fist that could have shattered his sternum, Alex forced 
himself to charge inside Feng Quan’s guard as if readying himself for a 
headbutt, a heartbeat away from being gripped in a vice that would surely 
spell his end. 


“You can’t escape me now, fool! Qi strikes will always fail when all 
your limbs are pinned!” The giant laughed as he grabbed Alex once more, 
savoring the look in Alex’s face, inches from his own as he squeezed him 
tight. 

You have suffered 1 Medium Wound! Rib fractured! 30 Damage taken. 
Vitality check made! Spine intact! Breath held! 

Alex smiled through the pain and spat his black gift down the chuckling 
giant’s throat. 

Perception check made! 

Spit and jump! 

The giant’s eyes bulged, hands spasming, now clawing at his own 
throat. And before he could scream his life away, Alex had already darted 
back. 

Just as two streams of fire blasted the ground where he had been 
standing, setting Feng Quan ablaze. 

Save for mathematics, Alex had found so many classes an endless drag. 
But geometry, angles, architecture, all that had fascinated him. 

So, for him, it was second nature to triangulate how best to strike the 
fire-wielding nemesis who had sought to set him ablaze. 

The hideously repugnant fallen monk cackled behind the swirling shield 
of flame he had just summoned, warding his body as effectively as any 
Roman scutum ever could. And Alex had no doubt that if he dared to touch 
that swirling disk of flame, his fingers would be seared to the bone. 

"Come, fool! Face me at your peril. I will burn you to ash! Or run. Run 
as fast as you can. Let's see if you can outrun hellfire itself!" 

Bullrush! Bullrush! 

Adderstrike! 

You have suffered 15 damage and 1 Light Wound. 

His first Bullrush sent him 10 feet behind and 15 feet to the left of the 
fallen monk. 

The second jump allowed him to smash into his confused foe’s back, 
fist-first, behind that vicious looking shield of fire, scalding his flesh even 
from behind his target, though he thought it a more than fair trade. 

Alex could feel the man’s bones shatter as his fist sent the infernal fire 
mage flying to the ground where Feng Quan was writhing and gurgling, 
clenching his throat as Alex's awful poison dissolved flesh from bone, its 
caustic fumes searing the diabolic cultivator’s lungs, and it was only his 


inhuman power, a half-step away from Silver, that had allowed the monster 
to live this long. 

You have critically struck your enemy! 

Gazing at his writhing foes with furious hate, Alex showed them not a 
shred of mercy, quickly reclaiming his ji and hammering down with his 
half-moon blade in great Oberhau strikes, first striking the gasping mage 
whose hands had been flickering with flame a split second from erupting, 
cleaving through the cultist’s skull in a shower of brain and blood. 

But before Alex could raise his fangtian ji yet again, he was knocked 
near unconscious, the dying giant’s backhand blow still powerful enough to 
send him flying back, skidding across the ground. 

Save versus Stunning Blow made! You have suffered 30 damage and one 
Medium Wound! You are under the effects of multiple hairline rib fractures 
and a Mild Concussion! Combat penalties reduced by battle-frenzy! Your 
finesse has temporarily been lowered by 1 point. 

He groaned, knowing that even with his now dented armor, he had 
cracked another rib. 

But the giant could spare no more energy for his foe, crumpled to his 
knees once more, gasping like a bellows, desperately pumping air into his 
almost completely seared lungs. 

Coldly, Alex stared at his enemy, fresh poison coating his ji once more. 

Feng Quan’s eyes widened as he saw death approach, too weak even to 
stand, let alone use whatever body cultivation technique that had given him 
such resilience before. 

“Wait!” The monster whispered between desperate gasps of air. “It 
doesn’t have to end this way. You want gold? We have chests full of it! This 
is Princess Cui Chan whose caravan we ambushed and destroyed, the 
handful of Silver guards no match for our master! You crave power? Of 
course you do. All cultivators do! And what academy would take on a 
Ruidian like you? But our master can give you power. Unlimited—” 

Adderstrike! 

Alex glared coldly at the monster who was blinking disjointedly at Alex 
as he tried to focus on the ji that had just blasted through his skull. Alex 
abruptly wrenched it back and leaped away in a shower of brain and blood 
as the mystic ball and chain exploded against the ground, his nemesis 
having summoned one last burst of Qi before Alex cleaved his life free. 


ALEX TOOK A DEEP, shuddering breath, his chest and skull throbbing with 
pain, fighting off waves of nausea and dizziness as his battle-frenzy drained 
away, trying to process all that had happened, realizing he only had 2 Qi 
and a fraction of his health remaining. He didn’t dare rely on his drained 
reserves any longer. 

He had no idea where his sword went, but somehow, his fangtian ji was 
in his trembling grip once more. He turned to the captives, even now gazing 
at him with desperate, pleading eyes. 

“Help us! Please, we beg of you!” 

“One of Lord Song’s champions, he must be.” 

His trembling hands struggled with the locks binding the desperate 
captives after he tore the key free of the fallen monk’s corpse, paying 
absolutely no attention to coins of gold, platinum, or the oddly glowing 
pearls spilling free of the man’s neck purse. It was then that the captives got 
a good long look at the wide blue eyes and silver blond hair of their 
benefactor, slipping free of his now dented bronze helm. So different from 
their own. 

A Ruidian, come to their rescue. 

Yet only twice did he receive glares of contempt from men dressed in 
finest silks, the rest of the survivors, nobles and servants alike, having 
nothing but tears of gratitude and words of praise for his daring rescue. 

And all the while, Alex felt the weight of that vile rift and the monstrous 
claw still struggling to rip through, like a pressure upon his soul. The death 
of his two foes had done nothing to close it. 

Worse, he could still hear the terrible battle beyond the keep, fearing 
that whatever monster or infernal cultivator had taken out whatever Silver 
bodyguards this royal caravan had been protected by, it would be too much 
even for his master, no matter that he had finally torn aside his cloak of 
geniality, allowing his deadly killing intent to shine forth. 

But would even that be enough against infernalists? 

Alex gave a desperate sigh of relief as yet another rusted manacle 
popped open. A young man of about fourteen, dressed in the most exquisite 
silken attire Alex had ever seen, shed tears of gratitude as he was led away 
by several powerful-looking men. 

Alex quickly pointed back the way he had come. "If you're going to 
leave without me, go that way! There's a trail of bodies that will lead the 
way to the exit! And as for weapons..." he hesitated only a moment before 


summoning forth two boar spears, an extra ji, and two pike that were far too 
large to be much good once they got to the winding passageways, as well as 
a dozen of the dao he had claimed. 

He wasted not another second, despite the wide-eyed gazes his 
cornucopia of weapons brought him. 

Then the boy’s voice rang out. “Please, hero! Save my sister!” 

Alex jerked his head in the direction the boy was pointing, his eyes 
widening with horror as the hideous claw wrapped itself around one of the 
remaining victims, a strikingly beautiful girl of perhaps 20, now gazing at 
Alex with wide, terrified eyes. 

“Help me!” 

Alex gasped, a sudden frisson in his soul. His heart lurched with terror 
for the helpless girl now shrieking as the vile abomination effortlessly 
yanked her free of the chain that had been binding her to the pentagram, 
slowly dragging her back to the nightmare rift. 

A malicious sentience, even now savoring her desperate final screams 
before her doom was sealed for all eternity. 

Alex screamed in horror, in furious desperation, wishing he knew how 
to close that terrible rift. 

Before blinking and shuddering as it suddenly hit him. 

Seeing as never before the crackling weave of tainted Qi holding it in 
place, sensing the terrible storm of power stabilizing the gate, before gazing 
at his ring, an idea as daring as it was mad crackling to life. 

And even as he took his first step towards the gate, WiFu’s voice rang 
inside his ear. 

"It will cost you everything, Disciple. Your life, and the wonderful 
sanctuary you worked so diligently to procure.” 

Alex flashed a bittersweet smile. “Thank you for showing me the way, 
WiFu.” 

You have slain 20 soldiers and 3 Bronze-ranked cultivators. Do you 
wish to claim their potential? 

“Yes!” He screamed in that heartbeat, knowing he was gambling with 
his very existence when, instead of allowing it to flow through him 
naturally, he focused the fearsome storm of power roaring through his soul 
at his Sixth Meridian Gateway in a single hot flash, imagining all that 
potency searing through that massive blockage of pearlescent Qi like a laser 
melting through steel. 


The explosion of suddenly released Qi threatened to destroy his gift, but 
he had already focused his power. 

Bullrush! 

Alex was now before the howling rift, snarling with hate at the hideous 
demonic gaze meeting his own from beyond the gate, the archdemon 
roaring as it flapped its wings in a perpetual storm of wind and woe, 
thousands of shrieking souls and cackling demons swooping like endless 
bats in the background as far as the eye could see. 

“Your soul is mine, mortal!” 

The words crashed into Alex’s mind as the flood of Qi threatened to 
destroy him from within. 

Then Alex laughed as he jumped into the howling storm of crimson 
death, thrusting his now glowing weapon into the hideous maw of his 
enemy as it chomped down upon his flesh. “WiFu sends his regards, 
asshole!” 

Before releasing all the pent-up wild energy within him, all the stored 
Qi of creation and destruction, sufficient to power a tiny, miniature sun 
within his private garden, and every bit of matter his priceless Divine 
treasure had held, understanding in that instant the terrible transformation of 
matter and energy about to occur. 

Releasing it all in an inconceivable flash of power as his fangtian ji 
pierced a duke of Hell, instantly rupturing the gate between the mortal 
realm and the fallen realm below. 

And perhaps he had imagined the look of supreme gratitude in the face 
of the girl he had saved with a spiritual sense that transcended mere sight, 
her brother looking on in stupefaction and awe as the horrific demons 
racing toward the gate between worlds howled in despair. 

Gone in an instant. 

For Alex had already been transformed into pure Wu Wei. 

Searing the nightmarish hellscape like a phoenix reborn. 

The final sacrifice of a piece a certain trickster god had put into play, 
over a thousand years ago. 


EPILOGUE 


t was a scene of utter devastation. 
The massive fortress of bleeding sap and tortured wood was 
collapsing upon itself. 

The stump-laden clearing just beyond was hip-deep in a sea of fallen 
diabolists and demonic cultivators, gazing up at the skies with the thousand- 
yard stares of the dead. The bloated black tongues and looks of wide-eyed 
horror worn by so many made it clear that poison had been their downfall, 
whereas others had limbs sliced free by streams of caustic acid so potent the 
flesh around the injuries had melted to a soup of liquefied flesh and bone. 

Only two opponents remained upright. 

One of them was hunched over, his inconceivably massive frame 
covered in demonic scales and flame, a fearsome sight that would make 
entire regiments shake with terror. The other was a sleekly built man of 
indeterminate age with the body of a gymnast and the cold gaze of a killer, 
surrounded by a deadly green aura. He held a long whip of crackling green 
flame in his left hand, and a blazing rune in the shape of a shield in his 
right. 

“You think your paltry magics can affect one such as I, mortal scum?" 
roared the demonic cultivator, the last shreds of his humanity ripped away, 
offhandedly flicking away the green rune his opponent lobbed in his 
direction. "You were a fool cross the Nameless Lord and interfere with our 
plans! I will have your soul for this, mortal wretch!" 

The abomination roared, letting loose with a deep breath of flame. 


Liu Jian hardly seemed phased, leaping away a half-second before the 
flame had even touched the ground, as if his calculating eyes and combat 
mastery had allowed him to predict the attack before his foe had even 
committed. 

Then again, the Dragon Breath technique wasn't known for its subtlety. 

Strangely, the former alchemist who now seemed anything but a humble 
crafter under the thumb of a gang of cutthroats only smiled as yet another 
one of his crackling runes was deflected away from the beast. 

Then he began to run, so fast his feet seemed to blur. 

Not away from the hideous abomination, but around him, his foe 
plodding forward with powerful stomps that made the ground tremble as the 
giant pivoted around, as he had throughout the entire fight, the ground 
around the demonic cultivator covered with the still crackling runes he had 
so easily flicked away. 

Liu Jian flashed a coldly satisfied smile. 

The trap was set. 

Then his eyes widened in sudden horror as he spotted a stream of men 
and women fleeing from the compound, immediately pulling in his Qi 
before he melted flesh off the bones of those he had never expected to see 
alive again. 

The abomination roared, glaring at the humans. 

“My captives. Freed! No. No, this must not be! You will all perish, here 
and now!” 

The monster’s lungs inflated with hell’s flame once more, prince and 
princess frozen where they stood before the demonic Qi sent their party 
crashing to the ichor-covered ground. 

Liu Jian lashed out with his caustic whip of acid, the tendril stretching 
an incredible length due to his infusion of Qi, revealing the true strength of 
his weapon only in his moment of desperation, distracting the hellion as the 
magical whip blasted through its central-most eye. 

The nightmare beast twisted and howled, one massive clawed hand 
ripping Liu Jian’s priceless artifact free, the other shooting balls of fire that 
exploded where Liu Jian had been just moments before, the entire area now 
bathed in flame. 

And it was all the former alchemist could do to scream out the final 
words of his spell that he had allowed to build for endless minutes, leading 


his nemesis on a deadly dance of deception, each deflected rune only now 
showing its true purpose. 

“Demon of ash and woe, 

I abjure thee! 

Demon of flame and despair, 

I abjure thee! 

Fallen cultivator daring the forbidden path, 

I abjure thee forevermore! 

You shall never again walk the Golden Realms, no matter how many 
times you are reborn! 

The taint of your fallen soul will forever after pull you back to hell!” 

The massive abomination’s remaining eyes widened as the green runes 
surrounding it suddenly crackled to life, eldritch chains suddenly erupting 
from all seven runes. 

They slammed the howling, thrashing demon to the ground, binding his 
limbs so tightly that he could barely move. 

The demonic cultivator roared and howled, thrashing for all it was 
worth. "No! This is impossible! You cannot do this. You do not have the 
power to do this!" He then caught sight of those humans only now 
stumbling to their feet as the demon's killing aura was suppressed. "The 
prince and princess should be serving my master in Hell even now! My men 
have failed me. My pawns have failed me! I will have my revenge!" 

And for a heartbeat, it seemed as if the beast would tear free. 

The bright blue sky dimmed with clouds of woe. The demons’ eyes 
blazed a baleful yellow, and for just a heartbeat, the chains seemed to 
weaken and fade. 

And the beautiful girl Alex had risked his life to rescue looked on in 
horror, a dozen truths clicking together in heartbeats, her mind blazing as 
fast as that of any child born of her ancient house could be expected to, 
truths both hidden, tragic, and ugly revealed to her. 

“No! Grandmaster Liu, do not falter! I beg of you! The gate is broken! 
Your disciple gave his life to rupture it!” 

The demon's eyes widened with fury. "The gate, broken? No! None of 
you mortal swine have that kind of power!" 

But Liu Jian’s eyes blazed all the brighter. His snarl was inhuman in its 
fury. He gazed at his trembling hand, dripping blood from countless 


spiritual wounds, before clamping it in a fist with a snarl, even as he 
stumbled to one knee, blood spurting from ears and nose. 

The struggling demon shrieked as the chains blazing with ephemeral 
spiritual fire forced him to the ground once more. And they squeezed 
tighter, tighter, cutting into his flesh, pulling the abomination into the 
ground itself. 

“Your mortal vessel has fallen utterly, demon! I abjure you for the final 
time! You have no anchor here!” 

Liu Jian roared those final words like a curse, and the howling wail 
emanating from the massive abomination was no longer that of a monster, 
but the desperate howl of a man suddenly realizing he had doomed his soul 
for a thousand lifetimes. 

The howls were cut off in an explosion of hellfire, the demon and his 
foolish host gone as if they had never been. 

And for long seconds, the former captives stared at the fearsome 
cultivator so terrible he stood in the center of his own personal killing field, 
having effortlessly butchered scores of enemies and a cultivator so 
corrupted with infernal power that he had been more demon than man. 

The nobles, bureaucrats, and commanders that had been chained just 
minutes ago were too shaken by their ordeal even to move, the cultivators 
among them making no attempt to use their powers, all of them staring at 
Liu Jian in awe and, it had to be said, fear as well. 

Only Cui Chan and her brother dared to gaze upon Liu Jian fearlessly. 

The girl offered a gentle smile. 

“Beloved Master Liu. We thought you lost to us forever. I cannot tell 
you how grateful we are to see you hale and healthy, my brother and I 
both.” 

The handsome lad beside her nodded emphatically. “Always where we 
need you most to be, as if providence or Fate herself had deigned you our 
family’s most valued and beloved treasure.” 

The men surrounding the siblings gazed at the cultivator radiating death 
in wide-eyed disbelief, one going so far as to whisper. “Your Grace, I beg of 
you, let us be off. Let us disturb this cultivator no further. The Trade Road 
should be that way.” 

The boy gave a firm shake of his head. “We will do no such thing, Duan 
Peng. Master Liu is revered by our family, and he deserves proper 
greeting.” 


The girl nodded. “Without him, without the hero who had served him, 
we would be worse than dead. And we both know that with the High Road 
lost to us, we're doomed if we try to reach the capital in our present state, 
with only the Trade Road available to us, and no caravan or mask of 
poverty to protect us." 

Administrator Duan Peng paled and trembled under the cold gaze of the 
cultivator still cloaked in a killing aura. 

Before the latter faded, revealing a very tired-looking man who seemed 
surprisingly young, despite his weariness, as if age had been but a mask 
effortlessly torn free, though his eyes were filled with grief. 

He fell to one knee, bowing his head. 

“Prince Cui Long, Princess Cui Chan. I am grateful to see you both 
alive, and terrified by how close you all came to death. How may this one 
serve you?” 

The brother and sister exchanged glances, before turning as one to the 
alchemist. 

“Master Liu, your time of voluntary exile must come to an end. We 
need you back at the capital,” said the boy. 

The girl nodded. “Don’t worry, we know of your secret mission. Father 
explained everything to us. We had intended to send for you once we were 
properly feted by the Seventh City Lord. But we were ambushed. I regret to 
inform you that treachery has infested even the Royal Legion. And it seems 
diabolism as well. It is only by fortune’s grace and your disciple’s 
intervention that we still cling to life.” 

The alchemist paled. 

“Master Liu,” said the boy, “The time for us to reveal our hidden card 
has come at last.” 

The girl nodded. “Cui Li must come home.” 


A Look of despair crossed Master Liu’s features. “Alex... is he really 
dead?” 

Administrator Duan Peng furrowed his brow. “That’s a Ruidian name!” 

The young prince gazed coldly at the man who immediately paled and 
fell to his knees. 

"Tt is the name of the brave and valiant warrior who fought fearlessly to 
rescue us. And he will forever be remembered as such.” 


“Of course, Your Grace!” 

The girl flashed the alchemist a sad smile. “The boy you had taken on as 
your disciple was worthy of you, Master Liu. Even when he desperately 
fought to save us, taking on two infernal cultivators, my heart blazed with 
hope that, somehow, even after all that has happened, you knew of our 
plight and were coming to our rescue.” 

Cui Long nodded. “Very few ever learn to master non-affiliated 
techniques.” 

Duan Peng frowned. “Forgive me, my prince, non-affiliated 
techniques?” 

“Yes, techniques that require no element to channel, but rely on your 
pure Qi. Very few can make use of them, only those who are supremely 
gifted, such as the elite soldiers Master Liu had once forged into our 
nation’s greatest strike force.” 

Cui Chan grinned. “And no one was more surprised to see your 
techniques than those monsters so set on butchering us. When first I saw 
that Ruidian boy teleport 20 feet before that Bronze Ogre could crush his 
skull with his enchanted meteor, I knew he must be your disciple.” 

The boy laughed. “And when he kicked that monster in the crotch, the 
flaw in our foe’s impossibly resilient warding became instantly apparent. I 
had never even heard of your Adderstrike being used in that way, Master 
Liu.” 

The alchemist quirked a sad smile. "Neither have I, before this 
moment." 

Cui Chan furrowed a delicate brow. “I recognized two of your sacred 
techniques, but not the poisonous stream of bile that spelled the Ogre’s end. 
Even a monster must breathe, so your disciple spat it right down his throat. 
Is it a Water technique the boy used? It looked extremely effective.” 

Liu Jian sighed. “No, Princess Cui Chan. Alex had no elemental affinity 
as of yet.” 

The prince’s eyes widened. “But Master Liu, he took on dozens of 
fanatics and multiple Bronze cultivators! And his use of your sacred 
techniques...” 

"That's the beauty of my techniques, Your Grace. Since they rely only 
on pure Qi, only those with true cultivating potential can use them, like you 
and your sister or the men once under my care, it's true. But one doesn't 
necessarily have to ascend to Bronze to make use of them. Even a basic 


cultivator can make use of those techniques, if his or her foundation is 
strong enough." 

"A foundation so strong that most cultivators will never have the ability 
to master those techniques, even after ascending to Bronze," Prince Cui 
Long noted. 

"But very much like Cui Li, who might one day achieve Gold, if only 
she were given the opportunity," the princess whispered. 

The alchemist nodded, wiping away a tear. “Yes. Just like my precious 
blossom. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you, of all people, would 
know that.” 

“How is she?” 

The alchemist shook his head. “She took grave injury, not long ago.” 

Everyone paled at that. 

“And the shame is mine. I burned with it. It was then that I realized I 
could no longer embrace the guise I have lived so long it had become 
second nature. The cloak of Liu Jian, beloved fallen alchemist to the poor 
and wayward, had to be burned away for the man I once was.” 

Sad eyes gazed into their own. "Even if it means unchaining a killing 
aura so potent, I dare not step into an alchemical lab ever again, lest I taint 
everything with my deadly aura." He gave a sorrowful shake of his head, 
keeping his distance. "Even now, I dare not greet you properly, for all that I 
have loved you both since you were infants. For if you get within five feet 
of me..." 

“Only until you learn to control your aura once more, Uncle!" snapped 
Cui Chan. "I remember the man who doted upon my brother and me for so 
many years, our beloved confidant, counselor, and guardian angel. Your 
aura tasted of peril, but love as well, and every morning you cultivated you 
were calm as the seas till nightfall, or our father insisted upon you attending 
Council." 

The former alchemist flashed a sad smile. “I fear it will be many months 
of cycling the gentlest waves of Qi before I dare sleep in anyone’s presence 
again, let alone greet either of you properly. And now I must fear even to 
clasp the hand of my own child...” 

He wiped away bitter tears. “And in this state, I cannot even make more 
of the Meridian Rejuvenation Pills my daughter will need if the dozen I 
have are not enough.” 


The boy’s eyes widened with impossible hope. “Master Liu. You were 
the most potent alchemist in all of Yidushi! Please, tell me you have what 
we need.” 

Liu Jian’s eyes widened, before his deadly glower made all those save 
the royal children quake in their boots. “Those monsters tainted your 
meridians!” 

Cui Chan nodded sadly. “That they did, which is why we dare not use 
any of our powers, lest we would corrupt our very souls. They hurt us, 
Uncle, hoping to force us to submit to the use of infernal Qi. And they paid 
the ultimate price for their vile acts. At least my brother and I and a handful 
of our beloved men have their lives, only thanks to you and your brave 
disciple who I hope finds peace in the heavens, having acted so selflessly, 
giving up so much, to save a handful of mortals in this imperfect world.” 

Liu Jian shook his head. “He had no idea you were there. Neither did I. 
We just sensed a disturbance in the area, kept carefully hidden by our 
enemies, but it had been enough to drive the spirit beasts wild with dark 
wrath ill-befitting their normal temperaments. I insisted he accompany me, 
expecting little more than a training exercise for the boy. But when we 
stumbled upon this clearing, sensing not just demonic intent but the weight 
of darkest destiny slowly unfolding? We knew we had been brought here 
for a reason.” 

Cui Long bowed so low his men lowered their gazes in shame. “And we 
all owe you our lives. You and your disciple both. Thank you, Uncle Liu. 
We are supremely grateful.” 

The alchemist sighed, slowly shaking his head. “I sense no further taint 
of the infernal, for all that this clearing wreaks of treachery and death.” He 
frowned, peering deeply into their solemn gazes. "Your meridians are 
damaged, but any ties to the infernal were severed with your utter rejection 
of their ways, and the collapse of their gate. Still, the damage must be 
mended as soon as possible, even if I can offer you nothing more than the 
gentlest of sacred cultivation techniques and elixirs made by the most 
novice of alchemists, for all that he had been inspired by genius worthy of 
WiFu himself." He snorted at the horrified expressions flickering across the 
faces of the surviving bureaucrats, though the prince and princess nodded 
with desperate hope. 

“Come. I have shelter nearby, and perhaps it is time for my beloved 
little fox to meet her cousins once more.” 


The beautiful princess gave a sad smile. “Please don’t tell me baby Li 
has forgotten us already?” 

"She has no idea who she is," the alchemist admitted. "And I hope she 
can forgive her father for keeping so many secrets from her, or the fact that 
I dare not show her a father’s affection, perhaps forever. Such is the price I 
must pay for my fully awakened power.” 

“A Silver Naga as strong as any Gold Dragon,” the boy whispered. 

The alchemist flinched, but said nothing. 

The princess smiled as it all clicked into place. "And that's why you 
never did try ascending to Gold. You were afraid your aura would become 
so thick that you would have to exile yourself from all of us. Is that not 
right, Uncle?" 

The alchemist, who now looked barely thirty, sighed, denying nothing. 

"But it might also bring you even better control," said the prince. "Such 
control that it would have been as effortless to contain your power as it is 
for me to sheath my blade when I am done training with it.” 

“You are correct, both of you,” assured Liu Jian. “But should I not be 
able to control it any better than I can now, and my powers were to increase 
a full magnitude? I could never hold my child again. I did not think it worth 
the risk.” 

His right hand crackled with a ball of shimmering green-blue Qi many 
times more potent than all the elemental magics he had commanded before 
he had been forced to unleash the true power and potency of his Qi. "Come, 
children. Let us return to safety. If you sense any trouble, you already know 
what to do." 

The boy smirked. “Yell the cardinal direction and duck.” 

His uncle solemnly nodded, but their trip back was uneventful, all of 
them breathing an audible sigh of relief when they sensed the wild woods 
all around fade to a dreamlike tranquility, as if entering a sacred clearing 
where no spirit beast would dare to follow. A sense reinforced by the 
remarkable difficulty that all but the prince and princess had in following 
their master into the glade, the royal siblings eventually having to link 
hands with their servants and soldiers to lead them to shelter. 

Yet Master Liu remained at the very outskirts, smiling sadly as his 
shelter was opened to reveal his precious daughter, looking wan, beautiful, 
and somehow stronger than she had for weeks. 


"How are you feeling, little fox?" her father said softly, though his Qi- 
enhanced voice carried across the clearing to his daughter effortlessly, her 
jade green eyes flashing with silver in the light of the setting sun. 

“Father, what happened? Where is Alex?" Her gaze widened. “You 
radiate death!” She swallowed, holding her arms tightly to herself. “And 
you never brought guests before.” 

One of the councilor’s eyes widened. “Her eyes. My prince, her eyes. 
You know what that means!” he whispered. 

The prince scowled. “Calm yourself.” 

Liu Li suddenly trembled, her fox ears picking up even the softest of 
sounds, before falling gracefully to one knee. “How may this lowly one 
serve you, Your Grace?” 

And before she could blink, Princess Cui Chan had swept her up in a 
gentle hug. 

“No bowing before us, beloved Cui Li, for we are family. Once, we 
spent entire days playing in the garden together. Do you remember those 
days, Little Fox? The pranks we’d play on my brother? You always had a 
knack for that. So like your ultimate grandsire, your mother would say.” 

Prince Cui Long grinned. "It has been too long, Cousin. Far, far too 
long." 


ALEX SMILED, feeling as if a terrible weight had been lifted off his spiritual 
shoulders. He was like a man seconds away from drifting off into wondrous 
slumber, delicious warmth against his skin, softest pillows caressing his 
head, the sea's gentle susurrations bobbing him gently up and down upon its 
surface. A raft comprised of noblest intentions, a hero's karma allowing him 
peaceful rest at last, after a short, tumultuous reemergence into the waking 
universe once more. 

He understood then that he was bobbing upon the river of souls, and he 
found himself strangely at peace with that insight, knowing he was seconds 
away from drifting off to sleep, and whether it was years, centuries, or 
millennia before he woke again, he knew his soul would be rejuvenated, 


free at last of all care from the trials and tribulations that had plagued the 
twin lives so recently lived. 

Then he frowned, feeling the faintest stirrings of discontent, which he 
somehow knew he shouldn’t feel at all in that river of rebirth and renewal, 
which itself was a source of concern, forcing his weary soul out of well- 
earned slumber. 

Or perhaps it was the sudden rocking of his spiritual raft as softest fur 
brushed against his nose, tickling him to increasingly resented wakefulness, 
when all he wanted was to slumber a lifetime’s worth of cares away. 

A soft snort caressed his ear. 

“Drifting off to sleep already, Disciple?” 

Alex groaned. 

WiFu. Of course. For who else could it be? 

The inspector, who was simultaneously a dainty silver fox, padded 
softly upon Alex’s spiritual raft, tilting his wide-brimmed hat, flashing Alex 
a confidential smile. 

“A remarkable string of feats you performed, Alex. Risking your life 
multiple times for a girl not of your clan, alone as you were in that world, 
earning the respect, even the friendship, of one of the deadliest cultivators 
Dragon Temple has seen in decades. Not that you realized it at the time. 
Months of training, learning to master your Qi as best you could, your 
natural proclivities letting you bend strictures that constrain all but the most 
gifted of cultivators, for all that no one would think it, looking at you.” 

He gave Alex’s furrowed brow a friendly lick. “And then, to top it off, 
you manage to rescue the twin heirs of the entire principality, there in secret 
to retrieve their beloved cousin, the destined bride not just of the 
principality, but the entire kingdom of which it is the smallest part, claiming 
territories exceeding the surface area of the blue-green rock you once knew 
as Earth. And they just a tiny corner of one empire among many, vying for 
control of a planet with a surface area that stretches for an eternity. 
Distances you cannot even conceive, physics giving way to the powers of 
Dream and Qi.” 

He chuckled softly. “Posidonius would have been disappointed at his 
utter inability to calculate the curvature of the Golden Realms, for it 
stretches the length and breadth of existence itself. Every lost city you could 
imagine, every ancient treasure, forsaken ruin, and forgotten wonder that 
you could fathom can be found somewhere within its vast, endless reaches." 


Alex furrowed his brow, head throbbing with a pain he knew should be 
alien to him within the soothing embrace of the River of Souls. Soft fur 
brushed against him, soothing his concerns away. 

“And then you performed the most idiotic and glorious act of self- 
sacrifice of all, in a land where even the most renowned of cultivators are 
more often than not selfish idiots concerned only with their own blossoming 
power. Power which you surrendered without a moment's hesitation, 
catching the soft desperate gaze of one of my daughters, many times 
removed, whose maternal line was broken, so lacks my glorious traits. But 
one of my children nonetheless. I am loath to say her name here, of all 
places, but your deed rung so gloriously among the heavens when you 
compressed all your hidden potential and all the potency within that sacred 
artifact I blessed you with into a deliciously potent brew, your mind 
crackling with such strong visions of exploding Doomstars that the matter- 
energy conversion was effortless, and you seared an entire Consort of 
Demons to oblivion with the explosion of Wu Wei that followed. 

“Glorious!” 

The fox chuckled softly, Alex now pulled utterly free of slumber, heart 
racing in terror he hadn’t felt those final moments of existence where a sky 
black with hideous abominations disintegrated in endless light, and he felt 
the gaze of a Duke of Hell promising eternal vengeance, even as that 
incarnation was wiped from existence. 

"Oh yes, my boy. You gained a powerful enemy that day. No longer 
today, mind you, as there are no days where we are, but not so far off as 
that, though time does pass quickly. Fortunately, you are awake now, and 
time need not pass at all." 

The fox's gentle gaze hardened, brilliant orbs of jade and silver peering 
into Alex’s own, pinning him in place, such that he couldn’t bear to look 
away, for all that he suddenly sensed himself lost in a sea of blackness, a 
thousand thousand bobbing candle lights drifting all around him, countless 
spirits drifting through this realm between realms, preparing themselves for 
their next incarnation. 

As he himself had been, having perished utterly and completely in his 
glorious conversion from living boy to explosive blast of demon-cleansing 
Wu Wei. 

“Your act was beyond noble, Alex. Technically you shouldn't even be 
here, your spirit both consumed and transcended by your noble act. You 


should be the warm sunlight drifting across the Golden Realms every day, 
at one with every tree, plant, and rock, having achieved a karmic balance so 
high that the remnants of your soul would have been rewarded, though you 
should have been extinguished utterly." 

The fox smiled as Alex felt a cold shiver racing up his nonexistent 
spine. 

For a second, he thought he had heard the ripple and bob of a river far 
less metaphysical than the one he was on right now. 

Certain of it, in fact; the cold chill permeating his nonexistent flesh. 

“But somehow, you weren’t. And how fascinating is that?” 

Alex groaned, struck by pain and exhaustion he should be utterly unable 
to feel. 

Wondering if he wasn’t bobbing along the river of souls at all, but 
floating along another river entirely. 

“Grandfather Zheng Yi was so impressed by your feat, having played 
such a crucial role in getting rid of that boil of cultivators, so many dark 
schemes lost in shadows only coming to fruition that day in what had been 
intended as the vanguard to the darkest invasions, that he wanted to offer 
you a second chance, Alex.” 

Alex’s eyes widened. “You mean a second chance to be reborn as a 
prince, the first of seven lucky lives?” 

The fox—or was it the inspector?—dipped his head. “Precisely. And so 
long as you hold tight to the spiritual raft you are on right now, the lingering 
impressions you have of a body bruised and broken will slowly fade. The 
icy chill coursing through you will be replaced by comforting warmth once 
more, and the River of Souls will carry you free of the river your broken 
body floats upon even now, off to your next life, never having to think of 
what could have been, had you dared to roll the dice once more and 
embrace the glorious adventure you dared embark the minute you spit 
caustic venom into the eyes of the first pirate to cross you, claiming his 
potential for yourself.” 

Alex blinked at this, hating to disappoint the fox, but at that moment... 

“Of course, before you go, I think you should take a look at what 
happens to the people you would leave behind.” 

And before Alex could blink or protest, WiFu's eyes became windows 
to the soul. Not his own divine soul, but the souls of Liu Jian and most 
especially Liu Li, and the horrific fate awaiting them, them and everyone 


within Baidushi, the capital city his friends were heading to even now. A 
vision so horrific, Alex's scream could be heard all along the endless 
expanse of the river between worlds he now bobbed upon. 

“They’re going to... the whole city... no!” He tried desperately to close 
his eyes, but he was unable to escape the screams of terror, the sea of blood, 
the skies opening up to reveal hideous floating fortresses of twisted flesh 
and brimstone, massive bleeding eyes rupturing forth from those citadels to 
gaze down upon a doomed city as all the demons of hell poured forth, 
millions of shrieking souls devoured by a storm of horror and death as the 
entire city was bathed in crimson light before vanishing forever more. 

And somehow, Alex knew it had been torn free of the Golden Realms 
altogether, cast into a realm of unimaginable horror, agony, and despair. 

“That’s right,” WiFu whispered. “An entire city of near twenty million 
souls, torn free of life’s eternal cycle, doomed to spend an eternity as the 
playthings of living nightmare, consumed by torments without end.” 

Alex shuddered and coughed, suddenly gasping and wheezing as his 
lungs filled with liquid, having allowed his head to slip under the log he 
was holding, hacking up brackish water as he pulled himself free once 
more, exhausted limbs trembling, feeling so weak he could barely move. 

“How do we stop them?” Alex wheezed in his delirium. 

Silver Fox flashed a mischievous smile, gazing back at Alex from the 
River of Souls. “I haven’t the faintest idea, Alex. And there is no guarantee 
that you can do a thing. I can only tell you this: If you allow yourself to slip 
back into slumber before you make it to shore, the only friends you ever 
made in this world will be doomed to an eternity of torment. 

“So do your best to live, Alex. No matter how deep the wounds you 
suffered to body and soul with your glorious folly. Live, make it to 
Baidushi, and do what you do best.” 

"What is it I do best?" he wheezed, fighting for the strength just to hold 
on to his makeshift raft, terrified he'd sink back into delirium and 
exhaustion if he didn't keep talking, even if it was to his own delusion, no 
one to be seen in the depths of night, save the brilliant starry sky above him, 
bobbing as he was in the middle of a very real and not at all mystical river. 

His imaginary patron chuckled within his mind. “What you always do, 
Alex. Antagonize the most powerful foes you can, and somehow survive to 
tell the tale.” 


Alex frowned. “But wait, it’s not like I actually try to...” Then he 
spluttered, coughing and wheezing, having almost slipped under again. 

Fully awake and more exhausted than he could ever recall being, save in 
the days just after chemo, a lifetime ago. 

Or maybe it was now two lifetimes ago. 

He forced his shaking hands to hold tight to the ancient mossy log that 
he had somehow found himself floating upon, waiting for his eyes to adjust 
to the dim light before struggling with weakened kicks towards the 
riverbank he could just barely make out. 

And after what felt like an eternity, he felt the log grind to a halt at the 
river’s edge, his nostrils hit with the glorious earthy scents of a rich and 
vibrant forest, hearing the rustle of countless trees overhead, though it was 
too dark to see any detail, and he too exhausted to lift up his head. 

And he almost didn’t make it, stumbling desperately to find purchase on 
the root-covered bank, desperate fingers and toes clawing to safety at last, 
before collapsing in utter exhaustion upon the river’s edge. 

Praying no predators would find him, he immediately fell into an 
exhausted slumber. 

Only to wake up, groaning in agony when he felt a fierce sharp kick to 
his ribs, harsh sunlight spearing his eyes as metal both icy cold and burning 
hot snapped about his neck. 

Before he could think or act, his forearms were locked in a grip as hard 
as steel as he was yanked to his exhausted feet, forced to gaze into the cruel 
countenance of a muscular man peering back at him with beady black eyes, 
greasy hair cut short, with a scar running from his brow down his left 
cheek. 

His mocking laughter made Alex’s blood run cold. He would have 
stumbled back if powerful arms weren’t holding him up from behind. 

“Well, look at what we have here. A Ruidian sleeping like a babe in the 
woods. We’|l get good coin for those pretty blue eyes when we find a buyer 
with a taste for the exotic.” His cold smile turned to a sneer. A powerful fist 
slammed into Alex’s gut. He crumpled with a cry, though his shoulders 
screamed in protest, the slaver behind him still holding him up. 

“Where’s your master, slave? Is he a merchant who fell prey to Blackfin 
River? Did your ship capsize? Were there valuables aboard? Talk, fool! Lest 
you want Zeng Zeng to snap your limbs, you best tell me everything you 
know!” 


Alex screamed. He couldn’t help it, the man behind him twisting Alex’s 
arm so hard he feared his shoulder would pop right out of its socket. 

“Talk!” 

“Sir, I know nothing, I swear! It’s just me. Just me 

He cried out and crumpled to the ground as his tormentor kicked him in 
the gut. 

“What do you mean it’s just you? A lone Ruidian surviving out in the 
wilderness? Impossible!” 

"It's true, sir! My old master was an alchemist, but he got in over his 
head. Armed men were trying to kill us! I don't know what happened to 
him, but we were separated! Somehow, I managed to jump free of danger, 
and I landed in the river! I remember only waking up enough to drag myself 
to shore before I drowned!" 

The frowning man turned to a wizened gnome-like man dressed in a 
crimson robe with a burgundy sash and boots. A figure who even in his 
nauseated, weakened state, Alex could sense radiating a potent fiery Qi. 
“Tang Dan?” 

Hot red eyes glared into Alex’s own. He shrunk back from the blazing 
Qi the man radiated, and somehow Alex knew that man was responsible for 
the weight he now felt around his neck. 

“The boy doesn’t lie.” He tilted his head. “His words were true, though 
he holds something back. I taste that much. Though what exactly it is, I do 
not know.” 

Alex groaned as he was kicked once more. “Well, runt? Master Tang 
wants an answer!” 

“1 don’t know. I don’t know what you want to hear! I am exhausted, 
alone, and now I am your captive. What more is there to say?” 

The scarred man chuckled coldly. “You’re not a captive, boy.” 

Alex blinked. “I’m not?” 

The man’s smile widened, revealing blackened teeth. “You’re a slave.” 

Alex lurched into the arms of the man behind him, before crying out as 
he was clouted on the back of his head. 

“You feel that collar around your neck, slave?” 

Alex grimaced but nodded. 

"Good. It's Master Tang's specialty. If you try to run or flee or refuse to 
follow orders, he will send Qi surging into the artifact, and you will burst 
into flame.” 


|” 


Alex was gripped by sudden icy fear, the burning weight of the collar 
pressing against his neck. 

“Do you understand, slave?” 

Alex forced himself to nod. 

“Good. Then move your feet, fool. I’ve wasted too much time feeding 
and watering you worthless husks as it stands. Yidushi awaits, and then 
you’re no longer my problem.” 

Tang Dan cackled. “You’ll be gold in our pocket, boy. And won’t you 
be glad to be free of my collar then!” His smile turned evil. “Though once 
you see what your new owners will have planned for you, you’ll wish you 
could have been old Tang’s pet while you had the chance!” 

The scarred slaver lashed out with his armored boot, an exhausted Alex 
stumbling to the forest floor. "Move, slave! The High Road's just ahead, and 
if we don't make it to Yidushi by month's end, it's coming out of your hide!" 

And a stunned Alex, with a slave collar around his neck, could do 
naught but obey. 

From hero to slave in the blink of an eye, and he was expected to 
somehow save millions of people from an inconceivably terrible threat that 
might be months, years, or days away. 

He could just imagine the ghost of WiFu laughing inside his head. 


--- End of Book One --- 


The adventure will continue in Silver Fox & The Western Hero, Book 
Two: Warrior Redeemed, soon to be released! 


In the meantime, if you’re interested in checking out a LitRPG series 
about a young former soldier making his way in a world filled with 
blades, blasters, spells, spaceships, and level-ups, here is a link to Endless 
Online: Oblivion’s Blade. Five books out so far, more to come! 


And because free is good, here is a link to my novel First Blood, a story 
about a girl with a talking cat and a knack for killing who ends up facing 
down dark gods by the end of the eight book series. It’s not Wuxia or 





LitRPG, but it is a fun high action fantasy series. Check it out and tell me 
what you think! 


next book comes out. And if you have any feedback you’d like to share 
with me, you can always reach me at MHbooks@mail.com 





THANK YOU 


Thanks again for checking out my series. Without the interest and support 
of readers like yourself, there’s no way I could do what I do, and I’m 
grateful for each day that I have the opportunity to write for you. That being 
said, I know finding the next great novel is a passion for many of us, and I 
thought I’d share a few of my favorite authors, assuring you plenty of great 
cultivation stories to enjoy! 


Curious to see just how deadly a cultivator you can become with the aid of 
a magic brush? Then I highly recommend Painting the Mists by Patrick 
Laplante. Packed with adventure, intrigue, strong friendships, and plenty of 
character advancement and skill progression, it’s a wonderful series with six 
books out so far! 


Riluo City by Tinalynge is the start of an epic 8 book series about a young 
man who sacrifices his life to save his best friend, but instead of oblivion, 
he finds himself reborn in a world where cultivation is real, and the 
opportunities for young cultivators who are able to refine and distill their Qi 
is virtually unlimited! This series has a great school arc and doesn’t stint on 
character development. If you enjoy series devoted to character progression, 
then I highly recommend giving it a shot! 


Tao Wong, in addition to writing some wonderful LitRPG with his System 
Apocalypse series, has also written the first two novels of an epic 
cultivation tale filled with challenging adversaries, solid character 


progression, exciting breakthroughs, and some epic fight scenes! If you like 
visceral combat, well written sword duels, and earning every step of your 
growth, then check out A Thousand Li: The First Step. 


Cultivating Chaos by William D Arand is another favorite of mine. It’s a 
novel about a young would-be cultivator with his memories of Earth intact, 
struggling to find his place in a ruthless world. When good fortune comes 
his way, he’s savvy enough to take advantage of the opportunities before 
him and take the first steps along a cultivation path that may one day set 
him head and shoulders above all those that would see him fall. If you enjoy 
great combat scenes, heroic power progression, and a healthy dose of 
passion, then I recommend giving this series a try. 





Finally, for fans of LitRPG / Cultivation hybrid novels who enjoy fast- 
paced character progression, unique abilities, and high intensity battle 
scenes, I highly recommend checking out Darren Hultberg’s Edge of Eons! 


If you’re interested in chatting with other fans of Cultivation novels, you 
might want to check out the Facebook group Cultivation novels where you 
can meet fellow fans and get some great Wuxia and Xianxia 
recommendations. 


Another great option for finding your next cultivation read would be the 
Facebook group Western Cultivation Stories. 


And for those of you interested in connecting with other GameLit readers 
and writers, I’d like to recommend the Facebook group GameLit Society 
where I pop by regularly. 

Several additional LitRPG Facebook groups I also like to hang out in 
include: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 


ADDITIONAL LINKS 


just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group at www. 
facebook.com 





o learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and 


